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PART ONE 
THE CAMP IN THE LIVEOAKS 



The Guebbilla, Gbant 

The men of my family have always been expert with 
the pistol, BOj when I fired at the scowling face be- 
tween the mesquite bushes, I did not need to look 
again to see if the man were dead. Indeed, there 
was no time! Whirling to the right, I shot the ap- 
proaching lancer from his horse when his point was 
within three feet of me — ^so close that the dead rider 
fell over against my shoulder as he passed. It was 
warm work. 

McDonald, my companion, lay motionless upon 
the ground. 

I stooped over him anxiously. " Are you hurt 
much? " I asked. 

" No, sir," said the sergeant, rising with some 
difficulty to his feet. " The heathen rode over me 
before I fairly saw 'em. Knocked the wind kind of 
out o' me, that's all. Captain, you sent them two to 
their long home as well's your father could 'a done it. 
How are the mighty fallen and the ungodly cast 
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down into the dust! Well, Til just put my bayonet 
through this fellow to make sure he's ^" 

" No you won't," I said. " Halt, there ! '' 

The sergeant stiffened obediently. 

** You bloodthirsty old hypocrite," I went on, " if 
you weren't in the family, so to speak, Fd court- 
martial you for talkativeness and cruelty." 

" Yes, sir. Very good, sir." 

** Search them," I ordered. " We may get some 
information. I don't see why they were lurking in 
this hollow." 

The nearest man lay where he had fallen, his wide 
sombrero slipped over his face, and his huge spurs 
grotesquely propping his feet. McDonald turned 
him over indifferently. 

He was plainly a lancer of the Mexican irregulars, 
half guerrilla, half bandit. There was nothing ex- 
cept his sabre and lance to distinguish him from an 
ordinary vaquero. 

We struggled through the mesquite to where the 
other form lay huddled. A red sash, supporting a 
pearl-handled cut-and-thrust sword, and a hand- 
somely-braided jacket gave this fellow some claim 
to a uniform. The musket, whose contents, as the 
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Mexicans burst upon us, had fairly scorched my 
shoulder, was still clenched in his hands. His som- 
brero was adorned with a silver cord, and the face 
that even yet scowled up at me was young and dean 
and well-shaped. 

I contemplated my handiwork rather sadly. 

'^ This is the leader, sergeant. Look in his sash ! 
Nothing there? Try the hatband. Humph! Just 
an ordinary bushwhacker, I fancy, although he looks 
better. Wait a minute ; see if the braid of that cuff 
isn't loose ! Yes ? Pull it open. Ah ! *' 

McDonald was triumphantly holding up a piece 
of paper. I took it eagerly. Here might be the re- 
ward for our day-long lurking about the Jiacienda 
on the hill. The sun had been abominably hot, and I 
had been regretting the restlessness which had in- 
duced me to leave May and my men in our pleasant 
camp in the oaks, while I scouted in the chaparral. 
It must be important information that the Mexican 
officer would carry so secretly. 

My habitual caution in that war had done even 
more than a certain innate recklessness to win some 
renown for Grant's Scouts. 

" Sergeant," I said, " get up that cottonwood ^ 
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and take a look 'round. The Gomez place Is a good 
mile away, but anybody on the Saltillo road could 
have heard those shots." 

McDonald, indefatigable in all matters of duty, 
hastened to obey. Even with the dead man before 
me, I could not help smiling as the stiff back and 
long legs of the old soldier were hoisted awkwardly 
into the treetop. Satisfied of bur present safety, I 
looked again at the note. 

It was a small bit of paper, folded triangularly, 
as was then the fashion. The comer had lately been 
caught down with a bit of wax, but was now flap- 
ping open. It was just such a note as might have 
been written by a fair hand I knew of back in the 
North. I read the address with curiosity. The 
handwriting was that of a woman. 

" For El Senor Tenknte Gregorio Gomez y Mer- 
cadOy Hacienda de las Palmas, Vecino de Saitillo,** 

I looked down at the face of the youth and felt a 
genuine compassion. " So," I mused, " you are the 
famous young Gomez? General Taylor will be glad 
to know you're past harm. But, the house on the 
hill will be in mourning when they find you, my boy. 
I wish it had been almost anyone else that I had to 
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shoot — ^that fiend Padre Leproso for instance. Well, 
it's the fortune of war. You came mighty close to 
getting me^* 

This last reflection made me spread open the note 
quickly enough, and I began to read without any 
delicacy. Not infrequently I had obtained valuable 
information of the enemy's movements from the most 
charming VXleU doux. But when I had finished I 
felt sorry indeed that Gregorio Gomez lay slain by 
my hand. Somehow the tropical sun shone less 
bright on the green of the cactus. The manzanita 
looked even more melancholy than usual. From the 
depths of the chaparral, the yelp of a coyote jarred 
unpleasantly on my nerves. 

Of course, the note was written in Spanish. Freely 
translated it ran thus : 

Esteemed Sefior: — I am very wicked to be writing 
this^ but my best friend^ Sefiorita Sandoval^ thinks^ as 
indeed I do^ that it is no harm to write to one's own 
cousin^ provided Sefiora Casata does not know it. Well^ 
then^ sefior^ it was also very wrong of you to write so 
strongly; but, since you are a man, there is no way to 
stop you from doing what may please you. Would 
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you really ride out to escort us along the road^ if I 
should tell you what you ask — ^when wc are coming 
past the hacienda? 

I shall not tell you, of course, but it might be be- 
tween five and seven o'clock on the evening of Satur- 
day. There will be Senora Casata — ^you remember her, 
perhaps, Gregorio? — she is more stupid than ever! 
Besides, there will be Father Terentius and Mercedes 
Sandoval and my little self; also, the muleteers and 
coachmen, of course. 

And my dear Gregorio, you must come upon us sud- 
denly from the wood, as if you had been out hunting. 
Be most certain about this, I implore of you! For it 
would never do to meet us boldly as if it had all been 
arranged between you and me. Besides, I'm sure it 
hasn't, although it is surely no harm to meet one's 
cousin that one hasn't seen for so many years. How 
many has it been since I came here to the convent 
Bchoolj and you went to fight the dreadful Americans.^ 

I pray the saints every night at vespers that the 
terrible American guerrilla. Grant, does not catch us! 
Everybody here laughs at me for being afraid. Some 
say he would not dare come so near to Saltillo, but 
others say he has been seen in the neighbourhood. One 
of Father Terentius' friends was told this by a priest 
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who SAW him drinking at a well^ and knew him by his 

two great revolveros. 

• May you be kept saf e^ Gregorio ! 

Inez Msrcado. 

Sefior^ you will not care for your little cousin^ once 
you have seen Donna Mercedes Sandoval. Her hair 
is blacker than mine^ but her eyes are blue as Heaven. 

Between five and seven o'clock on Saturday — ^per- 
haps. The saints preserve you! 

I. 

" Your prayer didn't avail, little Inez," I said 
half-aloud. " Hum-m ! The priest knew the terrible 
American by his two great revolvers, did he? I 
thought that begging friar looked at me mighty 
hard when I offered him a drink. Next time I won't 
be so charitable. Lieutenant Gomez, the tryst with 
your schoolgirl cousin has had a sad ending for you. 
You shouldn't have attacked me and my best ser- 
geant like that ! " I glanced at the note again. 
" * Hair is blacker than mine, but her eyes are blue 
as Heaven.' I rather believe I'd like to meet Donna 
Mercedes Sandoval." 

The handsome face of the dead officer scowled up 
at me menacingly ; I covered it gently with his som- 
brero. 



8 THE ELEVENTH HOUR 

Then, tearing the note into tiny fragments and 
scattering them among the bushes, I reloaded the 
empty chambers of my revolver, and summoned 
McDonald from his lookout. 

"Aren't we going to spoil the Egyptians, sir?" 
inquired the sergeant longingly. 

" No, you old vampire," I rejoined, " we're go- 
ing back to our horses." 

" Very good, sir. But in the old days down here, 
your father never muzzled the ox that trod the com. 
He believed that the labourer was worthy of his 
hire." 

I deigned no reply. 

Having found our horses, we mounted, and rode 
by a sandy path toward the Hacienda of the Palms. 
A few hundred yards away I dismounted, and, leav- 
ing McDonald with the horses, crept along on foot. 

Presently the round top of a little chapel showed 
above the level of the mesquite, and near it the roof 
of a palmleaf hut. This was the advance outpost 
of the Mexican garrison. 

Stopping where a thick clump of pinoaks con- 
cealed my body completely, I called in Spanish. 

" Holal Holal Juan! " 
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The soldier, lounging in front of the hut, faced 
about alertly, his carbine balanced in his hands. 

** Who goes? " he cried. 

" 'Tis I,'' I answered in a disguised voice. 

** And who are you? " 

** Tomaso, a poor water-carrier." 

^ Come here, then, Tomaso," said the sentry 
sharply. 

" Not I — ^I am afraid ! Listen, down by the spring 
in the mesquite hollow are two dead men." 

"What say you? Come here!" 

" No, no. There are two dead men. One of them 
is the Lieutenant Gregorio." 

** Madre de DiosI** cried the soldier. "You lie, 
man ! Come here, or I will fire upon you." 

I knew his threat was vain — ^his chance of hitting 
me infinitesimal. 

^^ Do not shoot a harmless one," I called, " but go 
at once." 

I left him, still threatening, and slipped away to 
my sergeant. 

At all events, I had not abandoned Gregorio to 
the vultures and the ants ! 



A Snakb in the Gbass 

*^ RiCHABD," I said, when we were at a safe distan 
from the outpost, and were threading our way ca 
tiously through the chaparral, " have you ever be^^ 
inside the Hacienda de las Palmasf " 

"No, Mr, John," he answered, "only as far as 
the foot of the hiD. It was there that your father 
fought the duel with Colonel Gomez over the lady. 
Lord, Lord, what a temper she had! They carried 
the Mexican into his house, but we rode away. It 
wasn't long after that, though, that your father 
had the trouble with Donna Quera. Well, that was 
a judgment on the Major for following after a 
daughter of Heth in the land of the Philistines. I 
never would ha' had it, if I'd had my way." 

" Your way, indeed? Come now, Richard, that's 
all hindsight. Didn't you encourage him all you 
could? You know you egged him on into coming 
down here in — ^when was it ? " 

10 
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" 1818, sir." 

"Didn't you campaign with him over every foot 
of this ground, you old croaker? '' 

" Maybe I did, sir. Yes, eissuredly I did. I was 
a wild young man, myself, then — ^I admit it for my 
sins. The Lord leads his elect by wonderful ways. 
It was before I was suffered to see a great light, 
and was saved from error.'' 

" Oh, that's it ! But I notice you're engaged in 
war again^ Richard." 

" That's true, sir, but I fought then to help a 
heathen people against those the Lord had ap- 
pointed to be rulers over them. Now I am fighting 
against the heathen in the Lord's cause." 

" Humph ! It's a wonder you aren't too good to 
fight by the side of a wild young man like me." 

** Some day grace will find you, sir, and you will 
be convicted of sin. And you can beat General 
Jackson himself with the pistols ! Besides, my father 
was in your grandfather's regiment in the Con- 
tinentals, and your father and I were at New 
Orleans together, to say nothing of the Mexicans' 
war against Spain. It'd be a queer thing if I'd 
leave his son to die in a Popish land ! " 
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" Quite a fatherly catalogue, McDonald," I re- 
'jomed, " but war is just as likely to end me in a 
Protestant country as in a Popish one." 

" War — ^yes, sir. But that ain't the real danger 
here, Mr. John. Wine and women, that's it ! They're 
both too attractive in these hot countries." 

" That may be, but I wish you'd observed the in- 
terior of the hacienda when the governor fought 
that duel. If we only knew just how the land lay, 
we might get in there now and find out how, strong 
they really are. They'll be all in a hubbub when 
they find young Gomez. It would be a good chance." 

"We might try it, anyhow. Captain. I dare say 
I can persuade a sentry " 

" I dare say you can — ^with a strangle-hold on 
his neck, I suppose! No, we've done enough to the 
Gomez family for one day. We won't risk it now — ' 
it's almost dark. Let's get back to camp." 

The coyotes were yelping in an intermittent 
chorus, and the stars were blazing in the velvety 
blackness above the liveoaks, when we were halted 
by one of my watchful sentries. There was no chal- 
lenge, but I heard the click of his rifled musket on 
pur right. 
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" It's Captain Grant,*' I said quickly. " Is that 
you, Collins? " 

*^Yes, sir,'* answered the man, appearing from 
behind a tree. " I'm horse-picket, sir. Evans and 
Garrison are in the corral right ahead here." 

"Any news, Collins? All quiet about camp?" 

" Yes, sir. I think so, sir." 

** Sergeant," I said, ** go and ask Lieutenant 
May for ten men, and see them posted along the 
Saltillo road. Some of the lancers from the hacienda 
may straggle down this far — they'll be beating the 
chaparral on account of young Gomez. Keep out 
of their way, if they're too strong for you ; but pick 
up any stragglers. Go right ahead! I want to 
look after Peatherfoot myself." 

This was a duty I never neglected — ^that of car- 
ing for my grey gelding with my own hands. He 
had borne me too often in perilous undertakings for 
me to forget his welfare. More than once his speed 
and intelligence had saved my life. Now, as I rub- 
bed him down, he turned his great eyes upon me, 
and brushed my neck with his soft lips, for he was 
too well-trained to whinny. 

" Featherfoot, my boy," I said, " you can't guess 
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what I am thinking about ! " The beast looked at 
me with eyes full of intelligence. ** Would you like 
to know? Well, I'll tell you. Somehow black hair 
and blue eyes stick in my mind.'' 

Leaving him with the other horses in charge of 
the corral guards, I walked quietly toward the camp. 
It was set in a thick ring of low-growing liveoaks, 
hung with Spanish moss. Usually its campfires 
were visible only when very near. As I approached, 
however, I was surprised and vexed to see a light 
shining at a good height from the ground. 

" Confound it ! " I thought. " Some careless 
scoundrel has left his lantern swinging from a limb. 
I'll give him a week's extra police-duty as sure as 
fate.'* 

I was now so close that the voices of my two 
lieutenants, talking in front of their tent, came dis- 
tinctly to my ears. 

^* Time the Captain was here, isn't it?" said 
May. 

" Trust him for scouting in the chaparral," an- 
swered Fumess. " You and I are pretty lively our- 
selves, but I swear that man never sleeps." 

" By George, I wouldn't sleep either if I thought 
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the title-deeds to my fortune were in that town down 
there ! So near and yet so far from his claim to the 
paternal estates. Grant cares more about the ad- 
venture than the land, though." 

" Yes, of course ! Quite a romance, wasn't it- 
old Major Grant coming down here as a gentleman 
volunteer, and his affair with the Mexican lady? 
They say she was a beauty.*' 

"Affair?" responded May. "It was a regular 
engagement, and that's pretty near as good as a 
marriage down here! That^s why he gave her the 
deeds to the family property back in the States, and 
WHS too proud to ask them back when she jilted 
him." 

•* Catch me giving any hot-tempered senorita the 
title-deeds to my estates, just for a betrothal pres- 
ent. By George, even the wedding ceremony 
couldn't tear 'em from me ! " 

" I believe you," laughed May. " But the right 
to a pair of ragged trousers and an old blue shirt 
wouldn't win many hearts! A black-eyed senorita, 
with red lips, eh? Not bad, man. I wouldn't mind 
one myself. What if she should happen to have a 
devil of a temper? I hate an insipid woman ! " The 
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light-hearted fellow began to hum one of our favour- 
ite songs. 
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We Mexico fair held in thrall; » 
Oh, the charms of the south were divine; 

Like the pahns were the maids, slim and tall. 
And their love had the glow of the wine." 



I was about to interrupt the singer, when my eye 
caught a gleam of something in the long grass just 
in front of me — something that reflected back the 
light of the lantern swinging ahnost overhead. 

Having a wholesome dread of snakes, I stared 
steadily at the gleam. A reptile not to be trifled 
with — the great boa of Mexico — ^haunts these pla- 
teaus. 

Suddenly I became aware that I was gazing at a 
man. The light sparkling on some showy part of 
his equipment, his back toward me, he was in the act 
of rising from his ambush in the grass. 

I held my breath while he cautiously parted the 
boughs in order to command a fuller view of the 
camp. At that instant I was on his back. We 
hurtled headlong through the screen of leaves. 

As we struck the ground, he underneath, I drove 
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my knee between his shoulders and pinned him 
down. 

" Got you ! " I said. " Don't move, or Til kill 
you. May, send out a patrol — ^there may be some 
more of this kind! Take that lantern out of the 
tree there. What's the matter with you all? Have 
you been asleep?" 

My officers were too accustomed to violence and 
turmoil to show more than a moment's surprise. My 
orders were instantly put into execution by the crest- 
fallen May, while I dragged my captive to his feet. 

** I found this fellow spying on the camp, crawl- 
ing in the grass like a snake. Come into the light 
where I can see you. Don't be so bashful." I 
whirled him roughly about. "There! A snake 
with red scales, it appears.*' 

My captive spoke for the first time. " Oh, no, my 
dear fellow, not a snake. Not a crawling, wriggly 
, snake." 

" By Gad, an Englishman ! " I exclaimed. 

It was true. Broad-shouldered and fair, his six 
feet of bone and muscle clad in an immaculate scar- 
let uniform, his polished black boots reaching above 
his knees, he presented a strange figure in that wil- 
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demess of cactus and sand in northern Mexico, when 
contrasted with me and my subordinates — sun- 
burnt, ragged and fierce-eyed — as we watched him. 
The Englishman's moustache drooped upon me half- 
humorously and he stroked It with care. 

"Who are you?'' I demanded. 

"Fm MacAlpIne, Captain BIscoe MacAlpIne of 
the British Royal Staff." 

By this time I had recovered from my bewilder- 
ment. 

" Well, Captain BIscoe MacAlpIne of the British 
Royal Staff, what are you doing here, so far from 
London? " 

■** Here? " His eyes roved restlessly over the 
camp ; over May and Fumess, watching him alertly ; 
over the dumb peon, Jose, cooking our coffee at a 
little distance; and came back to me. "Ah! In 
Mexico d'ye mean? Fm an attachSy detailed by the 
Horse Guards for observation on the staff of Gen- 
eral Sandoval." 

" The Commandant of Saltlllo?" 

" Yes, that's the chap. Don't like the duty. Un- 
pleasant to mix up In this sort of war, but must 
obey orders." 
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** All very pretty ! '' I said. ** But why are you 
here — on this spot? If you're an attachSy you're 
a non-combatant — ^you're on your honour by the 
law of nations not to take any active part in the 
war. Isn't that so?" 

" Yes, but I '' 

**Well, why are you sneaking about my camp, 
then?" 

The Englishman pulled at his moustache. " You 
see I was riding along the highway below. Ex- 
pected to meet some friends hereabouts. Saw a light 
in the trees and thought perhaps they might be 
here. Just chanced it, really." 

^^Yes," I responded contemptuously, "just 
chanced it wrong. It's likely you thought your 
friends might be here in an American camp, with 
Grant's Scouts! You thought you might as well 
come and call with five hundred lancers from the 
hacienda^ perhaps. A good way to make yourself 
popular with the Mexicans — ^was that the idea?" 
I give you my word. Captain Grant— —^ 
Keep your word. Captain MacAlpine — I'll be- 
lieve what I see ! You were spying on my camp. I 
assure you, you are in grave danger, sir." 
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My tone was stem, but the other stroked his 
moustache more in perplexity than anxiety. 

** I tell you, Captain/' he answered, " I was on 
my way to meet some friends. There was a pretty 
girl, too, or so they say — the General's daughter, 
Donna Mercedes Sandoval." 

"What!" I said. 

"Yes, really. Donna Inez Mercado is another 
one, and Donna Somebody-else, an old lady who 
looks after their morals. There was to be a padre 
with them, too, of course. They were all coming to 
Saltillo, from some place with one of their impossible 



names.^' 



" Captain MacAlpine," I interrupted, " if what 
you say is true, you ought to have some papers to 
prove it." 

" Why, of course^ my dear fellow ! Awfully stupid 
of me not to think of it. Here they are." He pro- 
duced a bulky envelope from the pocket of his tunic^ 
** Here are my orders from the Horse Guards, and 
here are my confidential instructions from — ^no, 
that's my letter of introduction to the ladies and 
Father Terentius." 
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I held out my hand. " Let me see that, if you 
please.*' 

" No, pardon me," he responded coolly. " En- 
tirely personal. Nothing of importance in it, but 
entirely personal. Make it a rule never to show per- 
sonal letters. Got this from our consul in Vera 
Cruz ; only landed ten days ago. The letter^s quite 
private, I assure you.'' 

** Captain MacAlpine,'' I said gravely, ** you 
don't seem to realise that you are in imminent dan- 
ger of being hanged to that tree! Don't think I 
don't mean what I say because I'm not making a 
noise about it. If you try to hold back anything 
you'll only make matters worse for yourself. Hand 
over that letter, sir." 

The big Englishman cast a haggard glance 
around our circle. 

"Well, Captain, if I must. But I beg you, as 
one oflScer to another, to keep it to yourself." He 
glanced significantly at May and Fumess, who were 
peering curiously over my shoulder. 

" Allow me, gentlemen," I said. 

They fell back at once, and I opened the letter 
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and began to read. The Englishman approached 
and pomted to the scrawl. 

"Can you make it out, Captain?'* he asked!. 
** Deuced bad handwriting the fellow has. Never a 
Christ Church man who could write. Shall I read 
it for you? You see, it says ^* 

He struck me a staggering blow between the eyes 
and, turning, ran for his life. 






ni 

Captain MacAlpine Leabns Something New 

HAiiF-BUNDED^ I reeled under the Enlglishman'a 
blow. May caught me in bis arms and held m^ 
groping. 

With an oath, Fumess sprang after the fugitive. 
His hand was on the fellow's shoulder when Jose, 
dancing about in a frenzy of excitement, stumbled 
awkwardly in front of him. Fumess tripped, and 
falling heavily, rolled with the unhappy peon in a 
confusion of legs and arms. 

The Englishman crossed the little clearing in half 
a dozen bounds. He was darting between a pile of 
rocks when Sergeant McDonald started from their 
very midst, confronting him with fixed bayonet. 
MacAlpine recoiled. 

" Let him have it,'' cried May. ** Let him have 
it!" 

In another instant the bayonet would have been 
through him, when I found speech. 
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" No ! '' I shouted " Don't touch him ! " 

The sergeant held his weapon at MacAlpine's 
breast and looked longingly over his shoulder at 
me. " Just once, sir,^' he pleaded. 

" No — ^not for your life." 

" But he struck you, Captain," urged May, 
clearly amazed at my forbearance. 

" I'm not hurt," I answered. " No, no ! Bring 
him here, sergeant.*' 

" March ! " ordered the sergeant, pricking the 
Englishman with his sharpened bayonet. " Eyes 
front, and don't hurry, or I'll be through you." 

Fumess having kicked Jose back to his cooking, 
joined May and me as we confronted the prisoner 
anew. 

" Gentlemen," I said, " draw your pistols." I 
drew and cocked both my own as I spoke. " Cap- 
tain MacAlpine, if that's really your name, have you 
anything to say? Is there any reason we shouldn't 
shoot you as a spy? This is your last chance, 



sir." 



The Englishman, thus summarily threatened with 
instant death, for a moment lost some of his cool- 
ness. He looked from the muzzles of the Colt's re- 
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volvers to the bronzed faces above them, glanced 
back at the bayonet of the hard-featured sergeant, 
and, in spite of himself, paled a little. 

" Well, sir? '' I demanded. 

** I s'pose my goose is cooked,*' he said, ** but by 
Jove! I'm bound to say one thing. I was a cad to 
hit you, like that. It sounds like bleating, but it 
isn't that. I hit you before I thought — ^it was nasty 
of me — ^your eye's quite black, by Jove! I was ex- 
cited; and I wanted particularly to see my friends, 
and '' 

" Your anxiety to see your friends does you great 
credit," I interrupted, "but you shouldn't treat 
your American cousins so rudely. I suppose you 
know the penalty in wartime for a prisoner who at- 
tempts to escape? " 

" Yes, I know. I'm not bleating, only I want to 
ask you — ^you chaps look like gentlemen, if you are 
bandits — that's what everybody says you are, you 
know." 

" Go on," I rejoined. " Fll try to carry out any 
last request, of course." 

The other flinched a little. " Well, I want to 
ask you chaps not to harm those girls — ^the ones I 
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was to meet. That's why I hit you — ^I wanted to 
get away and warn them/' he finished desperately. 

" Put your mind at rest, Captain," I said. 
^ We^re not bandits. If you ever have a chance, 
you'll find our names on the muster-rolls of the 
American army. As for the daughter of General 
Sandoval — ^we may be compelled to stop her party, 
but women are sacred to us." 

The Englishman drew a long breath. ** That's 
all right then." He squared his shoulders. ** I'm 
ready now," he said simply. 

" That'll do, sergeant," I said. ** Go and keep a 
sharp lookout on the highway." 

The old soldier took himself off reluctantly, to the 
evident satisfaction of Captain MacAlpine. 

I drew May aside. " His story is true, don't you 
think?" 

"Not the least doubt in the world,*' responded 
May. " He's certainly not a spy. Who but an 
Englishman could be such an ass? " 

" Oh, he's not a bad sort," I said. " I imagine if 
we were thrown into the wilds of Piccadilly, we'd 
feel a little awkward, too! So does that Horse 
Guard in this jungle. The question is what to do 
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with him. He's a sort of white elephant, I'm 
afraid." 

" How would it do to turn him loose near the Ha- 
cienda de las P almas 9 and let him find his way in?" 
suggested May. 

" No, I believe that would be a little too confid- 
ing, though I suppose he'd give us his word not to 
betray us to' the Mexicans. But they'd worm it out 
of him before long. By the way, we might get some 
information from him, ourselves." I turned to the 
prisoner. 

" Captain MacAlpine, you need have no fear of — 
I beg your pardon ! I mean I'm happy to tell you 
that your life is in no danger from us." 

" Ha ! That's good of you, my dear fellow." 
He seemed to dismiss his recent peril from his mind, 
and glanced around him unconcernedly. " I say, do 
I see your man making coffee over there? " 

** Bring coffee, Jose," I ordered shortly. ** Cap- 
tain MacAlpine," I went on, " we want information. 
Have you been long enough in Mexico to hear of a 
certain Padre Leproso?" 

" Padre Leproso ! " exclaimed the other. 

** I see you've heard the name before," I said. 
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" Understand me, Fm not trying to force any secret 
from you. But this Padre Leproso is not an hon- 
ourable enemy — not a soldier. He is a robber and 
murderer; a monster who ought to be hateful to 
every soldier," 

*^ Indeed ? " said the Englishman. " You sur- 
prise me. Yes, I have heard of Padre Leproso, but 
I'd fancied he was only a spy — the usual thing, you 
know. Not very much, of course, but not a villain 
particularly." 

" Well, as a matter of fact," I rejoined, " I and 
my men are scouting about here now as much for 
private revenge as on public duty." 

"After this padre chap?" said MacAlpine. He 
asked the question rather perfunctorily, and glanced 
with longing eyes toward our dumb peon, who was 
busied over the iSre. 

" Isn't that coffee ready yet, Jose.? " called Fur- 
ness. 

I answered the Englishman's query. " Just so. 
We're after this make-believe priest. . This is the 
reason we want him. Captain MacAlpine. Major 
Willetts, a brother officer of my regiment, was about 
to be married to a Mexican lady of Matamoras. It 
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was only a month ago. They rode out before the 
wedding-day, for a gallop about her father's ranch. 
Well, Sefiorita Mattos had once repulsed the atten- 
tions of a degenerate priest, in the confessional. 
They found Major Willetts with a dagger in his 
heart, and the lady — ^the lady was worse than dead." 

" The beast ! '' 

** Yes, the beast. It was Padre Leproso. That's 
what the peasants call him because of his revolting 
crimes. He had the effrontery to boast of this deed 
afterward, but I hope he wonH live to boast much 
longer. I admit he's a valuable man for the Mexi- 
cans, so valuable that they say he's under the spe- 
cial protection of Santa Anna. The Mexican au- 
thorities refused to give him up when General Tay- 
lor demanded him as a common murderer. So we're 
trying to get hold of him on our own account. If 
we do, we'll make an example of him." 

The British officer looked much disturbed. 
** That's the sort he is, is it? I had no idea, really. 
I know he was to be my guide — ^I — — " 

"For God's sake, don't spoil the coffee, Jose!" 
thundered May. The dumb peon had thrust the bat- 
tered tin cup carelessly against MacAlpine's arm. 
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" Take yourself off, now, and see you don't drink so 
much aguardiente before supper again/* 

The fellow stumbled away, muttering, and the 
Englishman regarded me gravely. " I've only the 
word of an enemy, if I give up Padre Leproso," he 
said. 

" That's true, but you can verify every word.'' 

" If I learn he is what you say, I promise 
you ^" 

The hoarse voice of Sergeant McDonald inter- 
rupted us from behind the rocks. " Halt ! Keep 
them there, Casey, until I've reported. Go easy 
with the women, but make short work of the other, 
if he raises a row." 

The soldier stalked into view, and saluted. 

" Party intercepted on the road, sir. All the men 
who could run did it ; and they all could run except 
a man in petticoats. We captured him and three 
women, sir." 

" Three girls and a priest ! " cried May. " Are 
they pretty, Sergeant?" 

" By Jove ! " said the Englishman. " I wonder, 
now, if that's Donna Mercedes and her friends." 

I remembered that Donna Mercedes had blue 
eyes. 



.1 



IV 

Wheeein Blue Eyes Confeont Me 

The sergeant was gazing at me expectantly. 

" Shall I bring in the prisoners, sir? *' 

" Not quite yet," I said. " Captain MacAlpine, 
did you say the ladies are pretty? " 

I could see May and Fumess nudge each other 
behind my back, and old McDonald wrinkle his 
leathern features disapprovingly. I even fancied 
his lips formed the damning words : " Wine and 
women— wine and women." The Englishman simply 
looked puzzled. 

" Pretty? Yes," he answered. " At any rate, 
our consul in Vera Cruz said so. S'pose they are — 
all Spanish girls are pretty as the very deuce, aren't 
they? Never have seen them myself." 

"You mean you've never met these particular 
ones ? " 

" That's it — couldn't — ^landed only last week. My 
misfortune, I'm sure." 

SI 
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** You must know General Sandoval — ^you have 
letters to him," I persisted. 

" No, don't know him at all. Don't know a soul 
in Mexico. But, confound it, I can speak the lan- 
guage. Learned it out of a book — thought I would 
read Don Quixote and The Cid, and all that, in the 
original. Too confounded zealous of me, that. 
That's why the Staff sent me out here," he finished 
ruefully. 

I turned to my two officers. Aware, by this time, 
that my apparently idle questioning had a much 
deeper purpose, they were watching me very atten- 
tively. 

** You know we're here to settle Padre Leproso if 
we can — and to get hold of my father's titledeeds. 
You know I've General Taylor's permission for that, 
if it doesn't interfere with the service." 

They nodded understandingly. I went on: 

** Now here's this British attachS. He comes here 
to Saltillo with his Horse Guards' orders, his letters 
of introduction, and all sorts of credentials: but 
none of the Mexicans know him when they see him. 
Here's my chance; I'll never get another one like 
it." 
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" Aha ! '* said May, his eyes lighting, " you mean 
to try '' 

^' Just so. Saltillo is the home of Domia Quera 
de Pico, the one I've told you fellows about. It's 
now or never ; the chances of war may make it never, 
for me, any time. Take your cue from me. Gret a 
rope, will you, Fumess ? *' 

Furness speedily produced a stout horse-line from 
his tent, and with this in my hand, I approached 
Captain MacAlpine. 

" Captain," I said, " it's necessary to jbind and 
gag you. Will you submit to it quietly, or must we 
use force?" 

Amazement and indignation struggled for ex- 
pressiop in the aUachS*8 countenance. 

" Bind me? Gag me? Gag a British officer? It's 
quite impossible, my dear fellow ! " 

** You're a long way from the Horse Guards now, 
Captain," I retorted. " I'm the authority here, and 
I say it's necessary for us to protect ourselves. 
We've got to make certain that you won't kick up 
a row at the wrong time. Don't force me to hurt 
you, sir." 

" If you want me to keep quiet," he protested, 
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^ I give you my word of honour not to open my 
mouth." 

I looked at him, and he understood the doubt in 
my mind. 

" Captain,'' he said with a certain pathetic dig- 
nity, " I know what you're thinking — I didn't play 
fair a bit ago. You're quite right. But on my word 
of honour, I'll play fair after this." 

Involuntarily I offered him my hand, and he shook 
it heartily. I tossed the rope to one side. 

" AU right. Captain," I said. " I'll take you at 
your word. Remember, no matter what happens, 
you're to keep silence from now on." He nodded. 
** Well, then," I continued, " please take off your 
swordbelt, your coat, and your cap, and boots." 

" My — I say, my dear fellow ^" 

" Your word ! " I cautioned sternly, although 
istrongly inclined to laugh. 

He fell silent, and, with a woefully perplexed air, 
began to doff the articles I had named. In the 
meanwhile, I removed the corresponding parts of 
my own equipment. 

** Get into my boots and coat, Captain," I or- 
dered. " May, help me on with this mediaeval ar- 
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mour, will you? Gad, I hate to leave my Colts be- 
hind, but they'd betray me. Here, you must put 
them on, May ! Give a pull on the belt here. Now, 
how do I look? " 

"Fine!'* exclaimed May. "Put on that shako. 
Snakes of old Ireland, but you're a lovely sight. 
Captain! YouVe almost handsome." 

I stalked up and down In the glittering regimen- 
tals. ** I'm MacAlpIne," I said. " BIscoe MacAlpIne 
jof the British Royal Staff, you know. Detailed 
for duty out here. Don't fancy it at all, by 
Jove ! " 

May and Fumess roared with laughter, and even 
old McDonald grinned appreciatively. But the 
real Captain MacAlpIne was a study In outraged 
dignity. 

" No offence, Captain," I said, " but I'm you just 
now, and I need practice. It won't do to make a 
mistake." 

" Captain," said Fumess earnestly, " remember, 
if you^'re caught. It means hanging for you. They'll 
think you're an out-and-out spy." 

" It's all In the game," I answered. " Now, then, 
May, you're Captain Grant." 
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** Ho ! ho ! *' cried May. " I'm Grant, the famous 
scout." He threw out his chest. ** Til make a 
proper impression on the Mexican ladies." 

"You can be yourself, Fumess," I nodded. 
** That ought to be easy." 

Before giving the order that would begin what 
I knew must be one of the most hazardous under- 
takings of my life, I glanced carefully about the 
camp. 

May and Fumess, vigorous, alert officers of 
twenty-three and four — only a year younger than 
myself — were awaiting my orders, amusement in 
their eyes. Sergeant McDonald stood rigidly at 
his post by the rocky path. Our Mexican cook, half 
beggar, half idiot, who had become attached to our 
party I hardly knew « how, was gazing around our 
circle — ^his wide mouth, shaggy hair and immensely- 
broad, squat figure ^ving him a peculiarly gro- 
tesque appearance. MacAlpine was partly arrayed 
in my soiled fragments of uniform: while I, with 
sabre trailing to my heels, tight scarlet tunic, and 
long boots, did my best to represent an English- 
man. 

^ I stood alert, the moon rose over the tops of 



THE ELEVENTH HOUR 87 

the llveoaks. The Spanish moss drooped like han^ 
metfs ropes from the trees. 

** Sergeant, bring in the prisoners,* I ordered 
shortly. "Are you all ready, gentlemen? Take 
command, Captain Grant.** 

Presently the voice of the sergeant came from 
the thicket. 

" Bring along the prisoners, Casey. This way, 
ma'am, nobody^'s going to hurt you. Here, you! 
Come on or Til put my bayonet into them black pet- 
ticoats, ni find out if you've got legs like a man. 
Shame on you, a fullgrown man wearing such 
things! This way, lady, don't be afraid." 

** I am not afraid," answered a voice in English^ 
a woman's mellow voice with the faintest accent. 

A girl stepped from the thicket into the moon- 
light. I caught my breath. 

She was tall for a Mexican, and slim and straight. 
One little foot was advanced, and her hands were 
clenched defiantly. And from underneath a crown 
of raven hair, her deep blue eyes looked out on me 
with serene courage. 

She advanced a couple of steps and faced us all. 
" I am not afraid," she repeated. 
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I was afterward aware that she was followed by a 
pretty little brunette, who trembled half-fearful, all- 
curious ; that behind her hovered a woman of uncer- 
tain age, whose position of duenna was at once ap- 
parent; and that with them came a tall, good-na- 
tured-looking priest, expostulating mildly with Ser- 
geant McDonald. Of these people I was vaguely 
conscious, but I saw clearly only one, with black hair 
and " eyes blue as Heaven " — Donna Mercedes, the 
daughter of the Commandant of Saltillo. 



A Dabing Imfostube 

OuE hats were in our hands. The gallants of Sal* 
tillo cotdd not have received her with more cere- 
mony. 

"What is this?" she said haughtily. "Why 
aih I and my people attacked on the highway? 
Why have we been brought here?'' 

" We beg that you will pardon us,'* answered 
May, " but it is war-time — ^we must protect our- 
selves." 

**You are the Captain Grant? — the American 
guerrilla?" asked the girl. She still bore herself 
proudly, but I fancied there was a tremour in her 
voice. 

^^ Yes, madam. But I'm not as bad as you have 
heard. You will not be harmed." 

" Permit me, Donna Mercedes ! " exclaimed the 
priest, bustling to the front. " Gentlemen, what 
can you want of three helpless women and a priest? 
We are peaceful travellers." 

30 
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" Father," answered May readily, " it's part of 
our duty as scouts to stop everybody we find mov- 
ing toward Saltillo. Now, if you had been going 
the other way ^^ 

" But, sefLor, we shall be happy to go the other 
way ! We shall be most glad to return " 

May interrupted. " I'm afraid it's too late now, 
father. You can understand it would be poor pol- 
icy for me to let you go now." 

** What, then, do you intend with us, sefior — 
with the ladies?" 

** What we want of you is not yet fully decided.'" 
May's eye twinkled slyly, as he turned toward me. 
" Did you ever see such a cute little thing? " he de- 
manded in a low voice. 

** Cute? " I muttered. " I shouldn't call her cute 
or little either. She's beautiful, yes." 

" Oh, I mean the little dark one, man." 

The " little dark one " at that moment clasped 
her hands appealingly. " Oh ! Captain," she said, 
" pray do no harm to us. We are not soldiers who 
would fight you. We are only women." 

May stared in admiration. The duenna, who had 
been anxiously watching Donna Inez make her ap- 
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peal, construed his silence to mean the worst, and 
began to sob aloud, gasping at mtervals: ^^The 
dreadful Americans." 

Senorita Sandoval stamped her foot imperiously. 
" Enough ! Father Terentius, pleadings do not avail 
here." She turned on May. ** Sefior, I am the 
daughter of General Sandoval of Saltillo, and this 
is the niece of Colonel Gomez, of Las Palmas. Re- 
lease us at once, or fear their punishment." 

"She's too fine to let this sort of thing go on," 
I muttered to May, stepping forward awkwardly. 

** Ah ! " I said. " You're Donna Mercedes San- 
doval, of course. And I heard you call the priest, 
Father Terentius. I'm MacAlpine — Captain Bis- 
coe MacAlpine of the British Royal Staff, you know. 
I s'pose this is Donna Inez, and this Senora Casata." 

" Captain MacAlpine? " cried the whole party to- 
gether. 

"Yes," I went on, not daring to look at May or 
Furness, " I've got letters for you, you know, some- 
where. Our consul said he would let you know I was 
on the way, padre,** 

" He did so, my son," answered the priest, shak- 
ing hands with me warmly. " I am glad to see you. 



99 
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**And I also, Captain MacAlpine," said Donna 
Mercedes. " I knew we had nothing to fear from 
American officers," — ^my two subordinates bowed to 
the ground. ** But, senores, your greeting to us 
was most terrifying. Captain MacAlpine, I am 
glad that you are here with us. But perhaps — 
perhaps you, also, are a prisoner." 

" Oh, no," I responded. " You see that chap, 
there?" I pointed toward the speechless MacAlpine 
—in my ragged uniform he looked capable of any 
crime. "That's a man Captain Grant is about to 
punish for blacking my eye. Thought I was a spy, 
and hit me. Ha! ha! Didn't know an attache is 
sacred. Really, the Americans aren't bad fellows, 
you know." 

I certainly overdid my part. May's face turned 
a faint pink through his tan ; for a second I feared 
he would be unable to control himself. Even old 
McDonald's wrinkled lips twitched spasmodically. 
I hurried on. 

"Perhaps you will read my credentials, Donna 
Mercedes." 

** No, sefior,** she said, superbly waving the prof- 
fered documents aside. " Your face shows you to 
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be an honourable man. I do not need to see your 
letters.*' 

Again May's eye twinkled slyly upon me, and I 
felt sick with shame. 

"You read them, then, padre,** I managed to 
murmur. 

"Very well, my son," said the old priest, taking 
the letters carelessly. ** It is well in these sad times 
to believe no one. Yes, yes ! Entirely true. Here 
is my own letter to your consul at Vera Cruz, also, 
telling you where you might find us." He handed 
them back. " All is well, seflorita.** 

**I knew it already," she answered simply. 

I vow I should have had the grace to abandon 
the whole scheme on the spot, had not the little Inez, 
who had been trying the effect of her eyes on May, 
again appealed to him. 

" Then you will not harm us. Captain Grant? " 

**Not for all the silver in Mexico, senorita** re- 
sponded May gallantly. 

" Captain," said Father Terentius, " if a goodly 
pile of that same silver ^" 

" Don't go on, father," interrupted May. ** You 
mustn't try to blarney a poor soldier that way." 
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** Blarney ! " exclaimed the other. His precise 
English changed abruptly into a winning Irish 
brogue. " Me boy, are ye from the ould sod? " 

" No, but my father was bom in Sligo,'*' said 
May, vastly amused. "Who are you?'* 

** I've, been a Mexican for forty years," answered 
the priest, "but Pm out of Athlone. As one Irlsh- 
min to another, I ask ye to let us go free. We 
can't har-rm ye, and it's terrlfyin' to the ladies, is 
this sort of thing." 

I thought it time to interfere. "Yes," I said, 
** what do you intend to do with us, Captain 
Grant? " 

May hesitated, uncertain how I desired him to act. 
I went on. 

" Really, my dear fellow, you've no right to hold 
us, you know. We're all non-combatants." 

"Well, sir- ^" began May. 

" One moment," I interrupted. " If you will par- 
don us, seflonta " — I bowed to Donna Mercedes—" 
** I think I can persuade Captain Grant." 

As we strolled away a few paces, the little Inez 
walked close to MacAlpine and looked at him in- 
tently. 
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"What a dreadful-looking man!" she said in 
Spanish. 

" Horrible, indeed ! '* agreed Senora Casata. " See 
how he grinds his teeth ! '' 

Indeed, if restrained wrath could have killed, the 
hapless Englishman, bound by his word of honour, 
would have perished that instant. He even made a 
half-inarticulate sound. Unnoticed by the Mexi- 
cans, I shook my head at him, with my finger on 
my lips. 

"By Gad!** exclaimed my lighthearted lieuten- 
ant, as soon as we were at a safe distance. " I wish 
we were bandits. Pd get away with that little dark 
one, or die in the attempt." 

" I'm going to get those title-deeds, or die in the 
attempt." 

"It isn't the deeds you're after," he laughed. 
"It's a pair of beaux yeux^ I can see that." 

"At any rate,^' I rejoined, "it won't be any 
child's play." 

May was sobered at once. " Not exactly," he said 
seriously. " But what's the next move, sir? " 

I explained my plan rapidly, May listening in si- 
lence. 



46 THE ELEVENTH HOUR 

As we joined the others, Father Terentius stared 
curiously over my shoulder. 

" What is that queer-looking peon doing? '' he 
asked. 

I glanced sharply behind me, and was in time to 
see Jose making grotesque gestures toward Father 
Terentius. The fellow ceased his antics at once 
when he saw my eyes were upon him. 

**He's been trying to attract my attention for 
some minutes," said the good-humoured priest. ** Is 
the poor man mad?'' He crossed himself piously, 
much to Sergeant McDonald's unconcealed dis- 
gust. 

" He looks more drunk than mad," I suggested. 

"Yes, yes," said May. "He's had too much 
aguardiente to-day. He spilled our coffee just now. 
Perhaps he was trying to beg from you, father. 
When we found him he was only a roadside beggar 
— ^but a good cook, for this sort of work." 

" Ladies," I said seriously, " I regret that Cap- 
tain Grant refuses to release any of us. Deuced un- 
gentlemanly behaviour, I call it. I haven't been able 
to persuade him to budge an inch. Says we're hos- 
tages and all that sort of thing." I turned sharply 
on May. " Captain Grant, since you refuse to re- 
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lease the ladies, I refuse to go without them, 



sir." 



May shrugged his shoulders. **Very well, sir. 
Stay if you like, but remember you're free to go, 
if you wish, always, of course, under your word of 
honour not to betray us to the enemy.'* 

" I tell you, sir, I won't go without the ladies. 
It's barbarous to keep them in a place like this. I 
shall report it to London, sir." 

" And I tell you, sir, to go to the devil," retorted 
May hotly. 

I clapped my hand to my sabre. " You shall an- 
swer for this, Captain Grant." 

** Whenever you like, sir." 

It was as pretty a quarrel as I have ever seen. 
Donna Mercedes interfered in the nick of time. 

" Captain MacAlpine," she said, " I pray you, 
do not fight over us. The American officer does 
what he believes to be his duty, perhaps. It is very 
noble of you to be willing to remain with us — I thank 
you; but go." 

** By Jove, never ! " I answered. 

" Go, sir. You are most generous ; but I think 
we shall suffer no harm here; indeed, I am certain 
of it. I beg of you to leave us." 



48 THE ELEVENTH HOUR 

** No, I swear I won't go without you. Captain 
Grant " 

** Not another word, sir, or I may forget you are 
a non-combatant," interrupted May. He turned 
abruptly. " Lieutenant Fumess, take the sergeant 
and make the roimds, if you please, and Lieuten- 
ant ^" He walked with Fumess and McDonald 

to Jose's fire. There they stood a moment, talk- 
ing to the peon. Then the other three disappeared 
behind the screen of oaks, and May returned to us. 

** Ladies," he said politely, ** I beg a thousand 
pardons. War forces me to keep you here, although 
I would not alarm you for the world.*' His eyes 
dwelt admiringly on Inez. ** You must be very tired. 
Pray sit down. This log is all I can offer you. 
You^^ he spoke sharply to MacAlpine, " stand back 
there, will you ! " 

The unfortunate Englishman, all this while a 
spectator of himself in caricature, stared indig- 
nantly. 

"Poor fellow," said Donna Mercedes, in what I 
thought the softest accents I had ever heard. " Poor 
fellow! He looks very much downcast. But he did 
strike you a hard blow, Captain MacAlpine." 
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" Oh, it's nothing, really,'* I answered, in my best 
EngUsh manner, at the same time receiving Mac- 
Alpine's scowl with a vacant stare. "Nothing, I 
assure you.'* 

May was chatting busily with Inez, and Donna 
Mercedes lowered her voice. ** Senor, I wish you 
would go; you are too generous." 

" The greatest happiness of my life is to be of 
service to you," I responded fervently. 

She gave me a frank smile. "That does not 
sound like what I have read of the cold English. 
One of my own countrymen might have said that." 
She grew suddenly grave. " Alas ! there are so many 
I shall not see again — so many killed by the Amer- 
icans. Yes, yes! We talk and laugh here, but my 
father will be in despair before many hours. It is 
time for us to be in Saltillo now." 

Her hands tightened desperately. Before I could 
reassure her, Senora Casata, who had overheard 
the last remark, interrupted. 

" Yes, it is most true ; the Greneral will be in de- 
spair. And Don Ramon, what will he think? " 

"I care not what he thinks," answered the girl. 
" What I do, or where I am, does not concern him." 
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** Sefiorita** said the duenna reprovingly, " surely 
it concerns him most nearly. Has he not asked — • — " 

" No matter ! *' The gIrPs blue eyes sparkled. 
"Don Ramon frightens me. Do you know what 
they say of him? They say it is he who employs 
Padre Leproso — that Don Ramon is the brain, and 
the robber padre is but the tool.'' 

** Slanders, without doubt, senorita. Don Ramon 
is an honourable cavalier.'' 

" I believe it is true ! " cried Donna Inez. " Don 
Ramon's eyes — they are not pleasant." 

^^ Senorita.f reproved the duenna. 

I spoke in Donna Mercedes'' ear. 

" Senoritay I have a plan." 

She Bcanned me intently. "A plan? You mean 
to '' 

** Yes, I'll help you escape. How far are we from 
Saltillo, sefloritaf ** 

" Perhaps five miles, I think." 

"You can all ride, of course — and the priest?" 

" Without doubt, senora.^* 

•" Good ! My horse is in the corral with the Amer- 
icans' own. I count on you to make the others keep 
quiet if there is a struggle. You see the American's 
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pistols are lying on the log beside him. There's 
nobody in sight here, but Captain Grant, and the 
one soldier who is to be punished." 

Her eyes widened with excitement, but her face 
betrayed no fear. 

"Ah! You mean to attack them. I beg that 
you will be careful.'' 

"Help Donna Inez keep the American talking, 
that's all." 

I rose easily. 

"If you don't mind. Captain," I said, "I'll go 
look after my horse. Can't trust your fellows, you 
know." 

" All right. Captain MacAlpine," responded May 
without looking up from his conversation. **You 
know the way, I think." 

" Perfectly." 

I strolled carelessly around the log and passed be- 
hind May. 

Instantly I threw one arm about his neck, and with 
the other hand snatched up one of the revolvers. 

" Make a sound," I said, " and you're a dead 
man." 
' May uttered a fierce exclamation and strove to 
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rise. I pressed the muzzle of the Colt's against his 
temple. 

" Silence ! " I growled. " Another move and I'll 
fire." 

May subsided weakly, and I glanced at MacAl- 
pine. " If you move,*' I threatened, " I'll kill your 
captain, and then you." 

Words cannot describe the stupefaction that held 
the Englishman gaping. I verily believe he thought 
he was dreaming, or else that I had gone mad. 

Donna Inez was wringing her hands in front of 
us, and the duenna, in spite of Donna Mercedes' ef- 
forts to quiet her, was sobbing hysterically. But 
Father Terentius was equal to the occasion. 

"Can't I help, me boy?" 

" Bring that rope by the tent there. Tie his 
hands. Tight ! That's right. Take a turn around 
the end of the log. Good ! Donna Mercedes, let me 
have your handkerchief. Open your mouth, sir. 
Open it, I say! A lady's handkerchief won't hurt 
you — ^just keep you quiet for a while. Pull that 
knot hard, padre,** 

We bound May hard and fast to the log, and 
gagged him with the handkerchief. I then tied Mac- 
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Alpine's hands — ^he offered no resistance — and again 
sternly cautioned him to silence. 

I buckled on my own revolvers. " I'll take these, 
Captain Grant," I said. " Next time, sir, I hope 
you'll be more polite to ladies." 

May glared like a trapped wolf, his face a dull 
red. 

" Oh,'* said Donna Inez, tremulously, " I hope he 
isn't choking!" 

** I don't think so," I answered. 

**Do hurry!" implored Donna Mercedes. 

I took her hand. " This way," I said. " Padre, 
look after the others, will you? Through the bushes 
here — the corral is down this way. Tread carefully. 
Now, not a sound." 

As we slipped behind the screen of oaks, I glanced 
back. In the light of the campfire I could see May, 
writhing in his bonds, his face wonderfully con- 
torted. The Englishman was gazing at him with a 
stony stare. 

In profound silence, we stole through the chapar- 
ral. At fifty yards we struck the corral — rthe guards 
were strangely absent. Featherfoot came to my 
low whistle, rubbing his face eagerly against my 
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shoulder. I picked four other horses at random and, 
still in profound silence, we led them three hundred 
yards to the edge of the bush. The Saltillo road 
stretched before us — ^a grey ribbon in the black- 
ness. 

Father Terentius and I managed to lift the 
duenna on a horse. Donna Inez was an easy matter. 

"Moimt yourself, padrCy^^ I ordered. 

I led Featherfoot to Donna Mercedes. " Feather- 
foot is for you," I saidL " He will carry you 
through anything." 

"Your own horse? No, you must ride him your- 
self.'* 

" It will be the greatest favour you can do him — 
and me." 

I took her little foot in my palm, and she sprang 
easily into the saddle. I mounted and reined my 
horse beside hers. 

" Are you frightened, sefloritaf ** I asked. 

"Ah, no, not with you here," she whispered. 
** You are most wonderful, senor.** 

" Listen ! " 

A chorus of shots and cries broke out from the 
camp behind us. 
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"They have discovered our escape," said Donna 
Mercedes. Her face was turned toward me, but it 
was too dark to see her eyes. 

" For Saltillo,'' I cried. "Ride!'' 

Our horses plunged forward into the night. 
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PART TWO 
THE COMMANDANCIA OF SALTILLO 



Don Ramon Explains 

That ride has always been rather hazy in my mind. 
Certainly it was all too short for me. I rode beside 
Featherfoot, my knee sometimes touching that of his 
rider. The air of the tropic night rushed past our 
faces. Behind us, the hoofs of the other horses now 
thundered on an ancient Aztec causeway, now were 
deadened on a sandy stretch. 

Once and again I took Featherfoot's rein to guide 
him over some broken ground. At such times I 
could see Donna Mercedes' face lifted to mine; but 
no word passed between us. 

So we galloped mile after mile, until presently, 
as in a dream, I saw the lights of the little Mexican 
city* Then there was a challenge and we rode into 
a group of soldiers. 

Donna Mercedes and Father Terentius made what 

explanations were necessary. In a few minutes we 

were riding through the narrow streets of the town, 

59 
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then across a spacious plaza, halting at last before 
a large house, the Commandancia of SaltlUo. 

There were loud calls, a great showing of lights, 
and running about of officers and soldiers. Inside 
the patio, a fierce-eyed puma snarled at me from a 
cage in a corner. A plump, fussy-looking old gen- 
tleman hurried from an inner room, embracing me 
effusively, and as I was led forward, a tall officer 
swept his sombrero to the ground. 

" Captain MacAlpine," Dqlina Mercedes was say- 
ing, " this is Don Ramon Valdez, Chief of Staff of 
the President, His Excellency, Santa Anna. Don 
Ramon, Captain MacAlpine is the saviour of us all." 

Don Ramon! I remembered Donna Mercedes' 
words : " He frightens me. They say he is the 
brain, and the robber Padre Leproso is but the tool." 
My senses were alert at once — ^I eyed him carefully. 

He was taller than I, although, perhaps, not so 
broad across the shoulders, and gorgeously clad, af- 
ter the Mexican manner. His small moustache set 
off his handsome olive features and partly concealed 
his mouth. I noticed that his sabre was large and 
serviceable-looking, and I thought I detected the 
handle of a goniard protruding from his belt. 
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"We are all at Captain MacAlpine's feet,'* he 
said, "but who is Captain MacAlpine?" 

Donna Mercedes and the others began to explain 
together, while I presented my letters to the fussy- 
looking old gentleman. I understood, by this time, 
that he was the Commandant, General Sandoval, and 
the father of Mercedes. 

I was again embraced and complimented and made 
much of. Don Ramon's hawk-like eyes watched me 
sharply, but I knew it was not suspicion that shone 
in them — rather it was an ever-brooding jealousy. 

I fancy I carried off the part of an awkward, 
good-natured British officer fairly well. To be 
sure, people more experienced than these Mexicans 
might easily have seen through my affectations of 
speech and manner — ^the more so since I sometimes 
forgot to preserve them. But my hosts knew noth- 
ing of the world beyond the limits of their own 
country. They had had the best training that their 
country then afforded, but, after all, they were pro- 
vincials, not cosmopolitans. My credentials from 
the Horse Guards and, above all, the circumstances 
of our escape from the redoubtable Captain Grant, 
would have convinced Saint Thomas himself. 
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I was taken to a room, and waited on by an at- 
tentive peon. Soon a messenger came to announce 
that supper was waiting. I followed him along the 
corridor that wound about the patio. 

Donna Mercedes herself came forward to meet 
me. She had changed her black dress and mantilla 
for a gown all of white. Her blue eyes shone on me 
like two stars as she gave me her hand. 

** You are not too tired to eat, senorf " 

" Never that ! " I laughed. " What a question to 
ask an Englishman! You have recovered from your 
adventure?'* 

" Oh, truly ! I was not afraid." 

"I know you were not. I am glad you fell into 
our hands — some of the Rangers might have been 
rough enough." 

" Our hands ? " she said teasingly. " You really 
speak as if you were one of them." 

" I mean I am glad I was present. Suppose they 
had been Padre Leproso's men. I am told he spares 
no American man, and no Mexican woman — ^who 
pleases him." 

" Ah, Sancta Maria, what a monster ! " 

" Do not believe all that ignorant people tell you 
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of Padre Leproso,'' said the voice of Don Ramon 
behind us. " I swear to you, sefioritay he has done 
more for Mexico than many a more agreeable cava- 
lier is likely to do." 

** Mexico will not profit by murder and ravishing," 
I retorted. 

Donna Mercedes slipped her hand confidingly into 
the hollow of my arm, and we entered the dining- 
room. 

" Captain," said General Sandoval presently, 
** you came by way of Vera Cruz? " 

" Yes, General, I found the town a hot one." 

"Truly, yes, intolerable. But did you hear any 
news there?" 

Now I had some acquaintance with General San- 
doval's history and aspirations, and I answered 
promptly. 

** I heard the name of General Sandoval mentioned 
with esteem. It is said he is one who will some day 
stand high in Mexico — the highest, in truth." 

"Ah!" said the Commandant, complacently. He 
wrinkled his eyebrows at me with a significant side- 
glance at Don Ramon, but I could see that he was 
not ill-pleased. 
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Senora Casata took advantage of the silence to 
relate in detail the horrors she had endured at the 
hands of the dreadful Americans. Donna Inez, on 
the other hand, was evidently more than a little 
charmed with her experience. She chattered so 
volubly about the size, equipment and martial bear- 
ing of the Captain Grant that May would have been 
vastly inflated could he have heard her. The im- 
pression he had made on the vivacious girl was a 
relief to me; I realized that her attachment to 
Gregorio Gomez could have been no more than 
cousinly. She would not grieve much or long when 
the news should reach her that Gregorio had been 
found slain in the mesquite bushes. 

Don Ramon watched me with his hawklike eyes, 
and I gave him stare for stare, with all the indiffer- 
ence I could command. 

"You say the guerrilla, Grant, captured you, 
senorf " he asked. 

*^ Something like that — caught me prowling about 
his camp.*' 

*^ Why did you go thither, may I ask, senorf '* 

^^ Oh ! I saw a light in the trees, and was curious 
about it." 
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" Then you did not know the fireflies of Mexico? *' 

** It wasn't the fireflies, senor.** 

**Ah! a campfire, no doubt. This Grant cannot 
be so skilful a scout as fame makes him.'^ 

*^ Possibly not. But the light was not a campfire, 
either. It was a lantern swinging in a tree." 

Ramon stared^ and then laughed slightly. ^^ Aha ! 
I understand you now. If I had but been passing 
and seen the signal — I and five hundred of my men — 
there would now have been no Captain Grant." 

I pricked up my ears. ** Was it a signal, then? " 
I asked. 

*' Pardon me! As a non-combatant, that, per- 
haps, cannot interest you, Captain MacAlpine." 

This was evidently deliberate insolence. I re- 
pressed a sharp retort with difficulty and he went 
on: 

** There was a Mexican in their camp, was there 
not? " 

**A Mexican? I forget. Oh, yes, certainly — a 
drunken cook — a dumb peon." 

" And how called they him, senor? " 

" Jose," I answered. " That is, I think so. Was 
it not Jose, father? " 
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"I did not hear his name, my son," responded 
Father Terentius. " I remember he was very ugly 
— ahnost a dwarf, and his mouth was enormous." 

Don Ramon broke into a sneering laugh. ^* Ha ! 
ha ! most true. A wide-mouthed dwarf ! " 

My heart misgave me and I forgot my recent 
rebuff. " Did he hang the signal? " I demanded. 

" Truly, seflor.'' 

**But he is little better than an idiot," I ex- 
claimed. 

" Think you so, seflorf An idiot, say you? Oh, 
no, no, no! He is not an idiot at all. Indeed, I 
think his name may be known even to you, who are 
so lately come to Mexico." 

"Who is he?" I cried. 

Ramon enjoyed my evident interest. 

"They call him Padre Leproso," he answered 
coolly. 
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Halt! Who Goes? 

A WEEK later I was still an undisturbed visitor in 
the household of the Commandant of Saltillo. 

I had lived all that time over a mine which mo- 
mentarily I expected to explode. That the explosion 
had not already occurred, was doubtless due to 
May's vigilance in keeping an eye on the so-called 
Jose. We had picked the Mexican from the road- 
side witk blameworthy carelessness, but once received 
into our service, I had made it a rule never to allow 
him away from the camp. It was clear that May 
was acting with like care. 

Then, too, perhaps the bandit, for some diabolical 
purpose of his own, had as yet made no effort to 
escape. Probably he was planning to overwhelm my 
entire troop at a convenient moment, and afterward 
to settle with me at his leisure. 

How Don Ramon Valdez would relish the disclosure 
of my identity was evidenced every day by his in- 
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creasing insolence of manner. He was barely able to 
restrain his dislike of the Englishman who, as he 
thought, had come to disturb his conquest of Donna 
Mercedes. 

In a word, the destruction of my men and myself 
seemed imminent — ^a matter of hours only. 

Under the circumstances, I had not been idle. Al- 
though I had the strongest reasons for desiring to 
remain in Saltillo, yet my first duty was to my men. 
It was necessary to warn them at all hazards. 

In my character of military attachS^ I had sup- 
posed it would be an easy matter to ride out into the 
country at any time, extend my ride beyond the 
videttes of the Mexicans, and then trust to Feather- 
foot to carry me safely into my camp. There my 
first move would be to hang Padre Leproso to the 
nearest tree. 

But the first time I attempted to ride beyond the 
Commandancia, I found a troop of ten or twelve 
carabineros at my heels. When I ordered them back, 
they pleaded the commands of Don Ramon. 

I discovered Don Ramon in a sort of office at onq 
side of the patio. 

" Colonel Valdez," I said, " I see I am honoured 
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with the attendance of some troopers. Why, may 
I ask?" 

The Mexican shrugged his shoulders. " The Gen- 
eral's orders, my dear Captain MacAlpine." 

"Where is the General?'' 

** In the next room, sefior.*^ 

General Sandoval was signing papers at his desk, 
his fat hand perspiring over the mountain of docu- 
ments. 

" Good-morning, my dear seflor^^* said the General 
kindly, "Ah! these papers — they are enough to 
drive one mad." 

"Your Excellency," I said, "Colonel Valdez 
tells me you have ordered a guard to accompany me 
wherever I go. Why is that? I do not need them." 

The Commandant looked puzzled. "I thought 
it was your own desire, seflor. Don Ramon sug- 
gested it as a protection for you. You know there 
are always robbers about the city." 

"I have the American's revolvers," I answered, 
tapping my belt. ** I can protect myself." 

" If you prefer," responded the General, " I will 
tell Don Ramon." 

I thanked him and bade him good-morning. But 
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when I started a few minutes later, the carahineros 
trotted behind me. 

"This is too much!'' I exclaimed. 

In a rage, I sought the offices. Colonel Valdez 
was out. I tried the General. The orderly at his 
door admitted he was in, but would I please state 
my business. I did so. 

The orderly returned: "His Excellency has re- 
considered and says that he leaves such matters to 
Don Ramon. He begs you to pardon him, but he 
is most busy." 

As I retired baffled, the mountain lion in the patio 
bared his fangs at me — ^he seemed to suggest the 
malicious triumph of Don Ramon. For I under- 
stood. By reason of his connection with Santa 
Anna, Ramon held General Sandoval in the hollow 
of his hand. The jealous Mexican desired to an- 
noy me by showing distrust, real or feigned, of all 
my movements. From what I had already learned 
of Don Ramon's character I knew that any protest 
would be useless. 

Defeated in my first plan, I considered the pos- 
sibility of making a dash from the very door of the 
Commandancia ; but a little reflection showed me 
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that I should certainly be shot down before I could 
get to the open country. My idea of warning my 
men by boldly riding for it, was thus effectually dis- 
couraged. 

That same night I retired to my room at my usual 
hour. I did not undress, but, blowing out my 
candle, drew a chair to the barred window and sat 
down. 

The window faced on the blank wall of an alley 
that led into a courtyard at one side of the Com- 
'mandancia. Here there were no passers-by — ^no 
sound broke the stillness except now and then the 
tinkle of a guitar from the other side of the blank 
wall. The moon was not yet up, and the alley was 
wrapped in soft darkness. 

I waited until long after the house had sunk to 
sleep, then I went stealthily to work. 

With the short, strong hunting-knife I always 
carried, I pried doggedly at the bottom of one of 
the window bars. At the end of nearly an hour's 
work, I could feel that I had made some impression 
in the rubble. 

Then I buckled my own heavy revolver belt, and 
MacAlpine's lighter but suflSciently strong sword- 
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sling, about the loosened bar and the one next to 
it. Through the loop thus formed I thrust the leg 
of a chair — ^it was of stout ironwood — and began 
slowly to force it round as a sailor forces a capstan 
bar. 

The iron grille, rusted though it was, stood stiffly 
for so long that I began to despair. Then the tre- 
mendous strain told, and the already weakened bar 
gave ever so little. I put forth all my strength — 
my lever held — ^the lower end of the bar was fairly 
torn from its socket. 

So great had been my effort that I was almost ex- 
hausted. I sank back in the chair until I had re- 
gained my breath and strength. Then, rising, I 
buckled on my revolvers, thrust aside the bar, and 
leaped into the alley — the window came within three 
feet of the ground. I had gained the outside of the 
building undetected — I might win clear to my men. 

I would have preferred to stay a while in the 
shadow of the wall. I longed for time to listen for 
the tread of a possible sentry, to peer into the dark- 
ness for a chance patrol, but at any moment the 
moon might rise, and I dared not delay. 

I stole down the alley and turned the comer into 



THE ELEVENTH HOUR 7» 

the little courtyard. A light shone through a cur- 
tained window on that side the house. Against the 
curtain was the slender shadow of a woman. Too 
tall for Inez, and too shapely for Senora Casata, I 
knew it must be Donna Mercedes. Plainly she was 
preparing for the night. 

A ripple that flowed in gracious shadow across 
the curtain told me that her hair was unbound and 
free. How long it was ! I wondered how she looked 
^what a picture that must be within the room— 
her black, silky hair hanging to her very knees, and 
her blue eyes shining through. 

What would she think of my strange disappear- 
ance by night? Would she listen to the insinuations 
Ramon Valdez would inevitably pour into her ears 
—that I was a spy, a coward, a miserable Gringo? 
I had half a mind to go back. 

The shadow moved undulatingly from the curtain, 
and disappeared. Perhaps Mercedes was on her 
knees before some little image of the Virgin. 

I avoided the patch of light, and hurried across 
the courtyard. Without a pause, I stepped into the 
street. Instantly a carbine was at my breast — 
a black shape behind. 
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"Halt! Who goes?*' 

I had run full against a sentry. 

**A friend,*' I answered quickly — there might be 
no time to lose, " It is Captain MacAlpine, man.'' 

"Ah, the Captain MacAlpine?" The carabinero 
lowered his piece a little, but did not step back. He 
peered at me. " You cannot pass, sefior.^* 

*^ Surely, man." 

" Pardon, senor. Our orders are most strict to let 
no one pass." 

Another figure appeared from the darkness, and 
beyond, another and yet another. There was evi- 
dently a line of sentries across the entire width of 
the street and plaza. 

"Your orders cannot apply to me," I protested. 

"A thousand pardons, Captain. It will be nec- 
essary, also, to take you to the sergeant of the 
guard. Without doubt he will give orders to pass 
you, seftorJ** 

In the guardroom under the archway of the Com- 
mandancia, I was confronted by Pedro, the sergeant 
of carabineros. I did not give him time to question 
me. 

" Why is it, man, that I am not allowed even to 
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walk?" I demanded. "The city is surely not in a 
state of siege." 

" Such are our orders, senor** He was a shrewd 
fellow, and surveyed me with latent suspicion. " Do 
you walk with your pistols in your belt? " he asked. 

"Why not?" I returned. "I hear bandits, and 
beggars as bad as bandits, swarm in Saltillo. A 
pretty situation — -to make a foreign oflBcer walk 
armed to the teeth when he goes for a stroll in the 
cool air." 

" It is true," agreed the sergeant gravely. " The 
General would clear the city of these rascals, the 
beggars, but Colonel Valdez has persuaded him that 
to do so would anger the people. The peons be- 
lieve it a blessed deed to give them alms." The 
fellow again eyed me attentively. " How came you 
in the courtyard. Captain, if you please? " 

" How? " I laughed. " How should I? I walked 
there, man. How else? " 

" But none of the soldiers saw you pass here," he 
returned. 

"Perhaps your sentries stayed too late at the 
fandango last night. I saw none until the soldier 
halted me in the courtyard." 



76 THE ELEVENTH HOUR 

** Strange," said the sergeant. 

" You ought to keep better discipKne," I answered 
carelessly. " I dare say if you cut off their aguar- 
diente a few days it would sharpen their eyesight 
wonderfully. Well, man, if I cannot walk, at least 
I suppose it is not forbidden that I should go to 
bed.*' 

** Very well, zenor^^ 

"Good-night, then, sergeant." 

"Good-night to you, Captain." 

I gained my room as quickly as possible. Once 
there, I lost not a moment in forcing the loosened 
window bar back into its proper place. Hardly had 
I done so when I caught the gleam of a lantern, 
shining a few yards down the alley. I stood back 
from the window, and presently, by the rays of their 
own lantern, made out the faces of Pedro and an- 
other soldier. 

The sergeant flashed his light carefully across the 
grille. Apparently he could detect nothing that 
would give him a clue to my appearance in the court- 
yard, for he shook his head disapi>ointedly at the 
pther man. 
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The lantern was extinguished, and I heard foot- 
fiteps retiring down the afley, 

I stepped to the window. Now was the time to 
make another effort to escape. Even if the ser- 
geant were really suspicious of my innocent walk 
abroad, he would hardly dream that I would ven- 
ture to make another attempt so soon. This time, 
instead of trying to escape by way of the courtyard 
through a street blocked by a line of sentries, I 
would scale the wall that loomed blankly opposite 
my window. It was not too high for an active man 
to surmount. 

I had my hand on the grille, about to wrench loose 
the bar again, when a faint odour stole on my senses 
— the unmistakable scent of burning tobacco. I 
stood motionless. 

Then measured footsteps moved down the alley, 
ten paces. A silence — ^then back again ten paces. 
To and fro went the measured tread in a monoto- 
nous and ominous cadence. A sentinel had been 
posted in the alley. 

The next morning Don Ramon gav^ me a grim 
smile when we met. 
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**It desolates us to prevent you from walking, 
Captain MacAlpine, but these are times of war. 
'Besides, if you had but spoken of it to me, I could 
have told you that our night air sometimes proves 
bad for the health of foreigners. It is so, indeed. 
Also, lienor J I must beg that you be most careful: 
orders have been given to all sentries to fire without 
a challenge.'^ 

I did not venture to reply, but swore softly to my- 
self as he turned away. 

And yet, though it was true I had to confess my- 
self beaten, I could now linger on in Saltillo with a 
clear conscience. 
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!A Paib. of Sapphires 

I DESPAiBED of helping May and my troop, and, with 
a sort of reckless levity, awaited the inevitable 
crash. 

In this desperate mood, I was sustained by the 
delight I took in the company of the Senorita San- 
doval. 

Donna Mercedes was of the purest Spanish type, 
of the Gothic blood, with but slight admixture of 
the Moorish. Her hair was black, but her skin was 
•whiter than that of the fairest girl I knew in the 
North. Her eyes were bluer than my own mother's. 
She had the peculiar charm of the Spanish woman — 
a charm produced by the continual struggle of a 
naturally impetuous character with the conventions 
of the convent-bred. 

Every day we strolled about the patio, or mounted 

to the flat roof of the Commandancia for a view of 

the city and country beyond. The duenna always ac- 
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companied us, of course, and often Donna Inez and 
some cavalier or other as well. 

IDonna Inez was a bom coquette and had a new 
admirer every day. 

When the news of Gregorio Gomez's death reached 
the Commandancia, as it did a couple of days after 
our arrival, the little Inez cried heartily and was 
much depressed for a whole day. But as she had 
not seen her cousin for a year or two, her affection 
for him, if more than cousinly, was at most school- 
girlish; so her sorrow was a surface one only. 

She was grieved that the handsome Captain 
Grant or his men had been the cause of Gregorio's 
death. Truly, the American had been most gallant 
to her; it seemed impossible that he should have 
killed Gregorio. Perhaps he had been slain by 
bandits, or thieving beggars. 

I have never been squeamish over men I have killed 
in war, but, in this case, I bore a lighter heart when 
I saw how little Donna Inez suffered. I ventured 
to defend the slayer of Gomez. 

** He was very likely slain in fair fight, senoritaj** 
I said. "Perhaps Don Gregorio even attacked the 
American. The Americans are fair enemies.'' 
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It was Donna Mercedes who bent her brows dis- 
approvingly upon me. ** You seem to like the Amer- 
icans, sefixyr*^ 

" After all," I answered cautiously, ** the English 
and the Americans are cousins, in a way, you 
know." 

" This Captain Grant is not a fair enemy,'' she 
said. " He shot the two brothers of a friend of mine 
without warning — ^in their own house near Chihua- 
hua. It was the deed of an assassin, not of a brave 
soldier." 

" Ah, but, senorita,^^ I exclaimed eagerly, " the 
brothers Reyes had each a dagger in his sleeve. They 
meant to stab him as he ate." 

** How know you that, senora? " 

I realized my rashness. ** Ah — ^I — Grant told me 
about it himself — ^in his camp the night he caught 



us." 



" Truly. And would you take his word? " 

" I should," I responded firmly. 

" Ah, yes," said Inez. " He looked a most hon- 
ourable cavalier — and yet, poor Gregorio." 

After Inez had left us on some errand. Donna 
Mercedes turned to me, her face troubled. 
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**You say the brothers Reyes tried to stab the 
American while he ate?'' 

" So Captain Grant tells it, se^orita.** 

**Why not? They were soldiers attacking an 
enemy in war.'' 

** Not fairly. I am told they were prisoners who 
had been allowed to return to their own home on 
parole. Then they invited the American officer to 
dine — ^it was he who had released them on their word. 

They seated him at table, and ^" I ended with a 

gesture. 

** It was not like them," she said, " not like Marco, 
at least." 

"Marco?''' 

** The elder brother. I knew him well." 

I studied her curiously — ^her face was a little 
averted. Had there been anything between the girl 
and Marco Reyes ? I recalled his dark features, and 
his eyes, black and malignant. 

His balanced dagger — he was famous for his skill 
at knife-throwing — ^had gleamed suddenly in his 
hand, and I had fired at him under my armpit. I 
had long been suspicious of him, for he was known 
as a friend of Padre Leproso. His weapon had 
shattered the decanter not an inch from my neck. 
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Such treachery not like him? I felt relieved by 
Mercedes' opinion. She could not have known him 
as well as she thought, else she would have been aware 
that he had died as he had lived — a desperate man. 

Mercedes' mind dwelt persistently upon my un- 
happy deeds of arms. 

" Don Gregorio, too/' she said suddenly. ** I hope 
he fell as you think, his face to this dreadful Amer- 
ican, not slain from behind.'' 

" Senorita, I know it. I did not venture to say 
more before Donna Inez, but I know that Seiior 
Gomez and the lancer laid an ambush for Captain 
Grant and his sergeant, the soldier who captured 
your party that night." 

**A hardhearted old man." 

" Young Gomez fired at Grant from the bushes, 
and then he and his man charged the Americans." 

" But the Captain Grant was not hurt ! " 

" No. Gomez missed and — Grant did not.^' 

"Ah, horrible!" 

•* War is not play. Donna Mercedes." 

**You seem to have talked much with the Amer- 
ican captain." 

" Yes. Besides, the affair had happened not half 
an hour before I reached his camp." 



/^ 
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** It IS true. Sancta Maria ! when will this dread- 
ful war end?'* 

** Sefloritay^ I said, " let us forget wars, and talk 
of other things — of you for example." 

Her eyes danced. " It is too much honour — ^that 
Captain MacAlpine should talk of me." 

We moved into the patio. She seated herself by 
the little fountain, and dipped her hands idly in the 
water. 

The sun's rays fell straight into the pool, and 
seemed to centre in the colours of the goldfish. The 
puma drowsed in his cage against the wall. The 
whining cry of a beggar sounded faintly from the 
street. This was a place to rest and dream — ^not 
to walk in momentary expectation of death. 

And this girl with the graceful body, and delicate 
high-arched foot; this girl with the black hair and 
the blue eyes ! I thought again how lovely she would 
look, her silky hair unbound and hanging to her 
knees, her eyes shining through — at me. Yes, a girl 
to dream of, and be oneself with, not to weigh each 
word lest I should be caught in a net of my own 
spreading. 

** Seflorita/' I said, " you are well worth talking 
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about and to — far more so than I merit being al- 
lowed '* 

" No, no,'' she interrupted, putting up a protest- 
ing hand. "Do you know our proverb? *The bell 
that rings fastest does not ring clearest.' " 

" That is, I say more than I mean? '* 

" Perhaps.'' 

"I do not mean what I say in praise of you?" 

"In praise of me.'^ She scattered a shower of 
water drops on the stone, where they dried in- 
stantly, " Your words, they are like that, are they 
not. Captain MacAlpine? " 

*' I hope not, senorita. Observe, it is the fault of 
the stones that the drops vanish. The water is good, 
]but the pavement is too hard for it — so it perishes." 

She pondered this for a moment. " Ah," she said 
at last, "and why not? Even in Mexico it is not 
necessary to believe everything we hear — compli- 
nients, perhaps, that you yourself have already 
used in half the courts of Europe." 

I felt inclined to laugh. ** I've never seen a court 
in my life, senorita.** 

"Truly? I thought all English gentlemen were 
presented to their queen." 
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**0h, no! Only those who particularly desire it, 
and I do not.** 

** I fear you are not a true Englishman." 

" It may be," I admitted. 

She ceased to play in the water, and waved her 
hands gently to and fro, shaking the drops from 
her finger-tips. 

**Tell me about- your home," she said. "Is it a 
castle hundreds of years old?" 

•* Hardly a hundred,*' I answered, " and it isn't 
a castle at all. It isn't even a very large house, but 
it stands on a hill, and overlooks miles of forests 
and lakes." 

**Is it all yours?" 

"No. The house belongs to my father, and a 
little of the land." 

**Only a little? Then he is not a great lord?" 

** No. My father was a soldier like myself. Now 
he is old, and broken, and poor." 

The bitterness in my tone caught her attention. 
She gave me a quick glance, then the laches hid 
her eyes. "You — ^you do not like to be poor?" 

"Who would?" I cried. For the moment I for- 
got where I was. *^ Senorita, I came to this war 
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with the hope of finding my fortune in it. In war, 
and in Mexico, there are priceless things, one of 
which, at least,' I hope to carry away with me.'* 

** You talk like a desperate American, «efk>r," she 
returned coldly, "like a guerrilla or a bandit. 
What priceless thing .would you carry away, then? " 

My rashness had led me too far. I bowed to her 
gallantly. "If Donna Mercedes cannot guess of 
what I would rob Mexico, then no one else can." 

She smiled archly. "Ah, I had thought you 
meant silver and gold.** 

**No — only a pair of sapphires,'* I answered. 

Ramon Valdez, accompanied by a commonplace- 
looking peon, emerged from his offices and crossed 
the patio. At the entrance of the archway the two 
men stood talking a moment. The peon shook his 
head violently from time to time as a dog shakes 
himself after a wetting — a singular and unforget- 
table motion. 

Presently, Valdez gjesticulating deliberately, as 
if to drive home his instructions to the other's duller, 
brain, they moved on absorbed. 

Mercedes gazed after them with a frown of dis- 
taste. 
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" Don Ramon and one of his spies," she said. 

"One of his spies?'* I was trying to remember 
where I had seen that dogUke motion of the peon's 
head. 

"Yes. Someone must do it, perhaps, but it is 
not work for a cavalier." 

"Is Colonel Valdez himself a spy?'' 

** No, no, but he directs others ; if necessary, he 
buys them to do his work. A hateful business ! " 
Her lip curled. "Think! a man can be persuaded 
to sell his honour. If a handful of silver is jingled 
before his eyes." 

I began to feel uneasy. Donna Mercedes' eyes 
would bum hotly enough, if they could see the 
captain of American Scouts beneath the guise of the 
British staff-officer. "To sell his honour for the 
jingle of silver;" It had a miserably unpleasant 
sound. 

Valdez re-entered the patio toward us. 

**Do the dove and the hawk drink at the same 
fountain?" he asked sardonically. 

I was resolved to bear as little as possible from 
the man. ** Sometimes," I answered. ** The hawk 
can at least protect the dove from the snake." 
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He laughed easily. " Truly ! The hawk is swift, 
it is said, but the snake is wise.^' 

His eyes challenged me, but I was not his equal 
in the Mexican game of proverb and parable. I 
found nothing to say. He turned to Mercedes. 

** Senorita, you saw the peon who left me just 
now? He is a poor man from Chihuahua, from the 
hacienda of Don Marco Reyes.** 

Good heavens! I remembered the fellow now. 
Had he seen me, — and if he had, had he recognized 
me under the chin-strap and helmet? 

"A peon of poor Don Marco's?'* exclaimed 
Mercedes. "Ah, what then?'' 

" He has come to help me find the American, 
Grant — the cursed guerrilla who has terrorized the 
whole province. The peon was at the hacienda-^ 
just outside the window — when the guerrilla shot 
down Don Marco and his brother. He says he will 
know the American when he sees him; so I have 
hired him. He is on his way to the chaparral 



now." 



" Will he capture Captain Grant single-handed? " 
I inquired. 

** Capture him? No, But a sleepy sentry, a 
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dark night — and a sharp poniard! You under- 
stand?" 

I could not trust myself to speak, my indignation 
was too profound. Mercedes was equally shocked. 

** But that is murder, senor.^^ 

•Valdez shrugged his shoulders. "One kills a 
bandit in what way he can.'* 

** Captain Grant is not a bandit,'' I said. ** He 
is a regular officer of the American army, and fights 
as a soldier only." 

**You seem greatly concerned for him," sneered 
Bamon. 

** I wish fair play for a brave enemy.** 

**You know him better than any of us, then." 

** Certainly," I retorted. "I spent several hours 
in his camp, as you know. Let me tell you this. 
Colonel, if you desire to be rid of this Captain 
Grant, send him a formal challenge to meet you in 
a duel. I'll vouch for it he won't fail you." 

** That would be better than hiring an assassin to 
murder him," agreed Donna Mercedes. 

Valdez ignored me. His half-veiled glance rested 
on the girl, her white neck beneath him as she sat. 

** You would wish me to face the best pistol-shot 
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in Mexico, senorita? '' he said lightly. ** You cannot 
be so cruel." 

"And why not? *' 

"You yourself would be the first to weep, if I 
fell.'* 

His tone was bantering, but the girl flushed and 
bit her lip. I could endure it no longer. 

"I must have a look at my horse,** I said, "if 
you'll allow me to go to the corral. Colonel Valdez.** 

"Why not, senorV^ The faintest smile twitched 
his mouth. "Sergeant Pedro will show you the 
way.'* 

I bowed and left them, the man talking earnestly ' 
to the girl, and she listening with downcast eyes, 
and hands that played nervously in the fountain. 



IV 

I Make Fbiends with a Bubbo 

Fedbo and one of his men accompanied me to the 
corral. I found that it lay just outside the Com- 
mandancia, on the opposite side of that blank wall 
upon which my bedroom window looked. 

Featherfoot greeted me joyfully. He seemed to 
be in excellent condition. I patted his smooth flank, 
and looked into the bucket that did duty as a man- 
ger. The vaquero detailed to attend him was plainly 
up to his work. 

I rubbed my cheek against the horse's face. His 
questioning eyes seemed to understand the anxiety 
for my men that, in spite of my recklessness, con- 
tinually possessed me. 

At the gate of the corral stood a burro, ready 
packed for a journey. Dripping goatskins balanced 
each other across the little beast's back, and gourds 
dangled from the wooden packsaddle— 'a water- 
carrier was about to set out on his rounds. I knew 
that one of these men often covered a territory a 

hundred miles square in this thirsty land. 
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Pedro lounged against the adobe gatepost. With 
one band he abstractedly rolled a cigarette, while 
the fingers of the other rapidly opened and shut in 
the native game of " guess '' with his fellow caror 
binero. It was the always available gambling device 
which, with smoking and sleeping, occupied the 
greater part of the Mexican soldiers* lives. 

To disturb Pedro at this absorbing pursuit was 
not to be done lightly ; nevertheless, I spoke without 
hesitation. 

**What is that, man?'' I demanded, assuming 
the ignorance an Englishman might be supposed to 
possess. **What*s that little beast for?" 

^^Seflor?*^ murmured Pedro absently. 

" I say, what's that donkey doing there? Carry- 
ing wine, eh? I should think those skins would crack 
when the sun gets them well warmed.'' 

The Mexican roused himself. "Oh, no, sefior/* 
he answered, faint contempt in his voice, **the 
burro bears water to places where the saints have 
sent no rain, and the springs are dry,'' His eyes 
returned to his comrade, then back to me as if re- 
solved to leave me no excuse for another interrup- 
tion. "Aguatito, the water-carrier, will drive the 
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burro to the north." He winked at me knowingly. 
**Some say, indeed^ that one of the skins holds 
aguardiente for Padre Leproso's men in the chap- 
arral — others say Aguatito is to find the American 
Grant and give him a word from Colonel Valdez. 
Ha! ha! that word will be a sharp one, please the 
saints ! " 

He resumed his finger game with an air that for- 
bade further questioning. But I had no need to 
ask more. I saw it as it might easily have happened : 
Aguatito, the good-humored water-carrier, driving 
his burro along the dusty road; man, beast, and 
laden skins eagerly welcomed by my Scouts, and 
by myself not least ; Aguatito given his supper, and 
after supper, permission willingly granted him to 
sleep that night in our camp, " safe from detestable 
bandits. Excellency, if you please " ; at midnight 
the sentry half-sleeping as he walked the far end 
of his beat ; a fierce face and lithe form above me in 
the darkness of my tent; one fearful pang — and in 
the morning a bloodstained knife, and patient, aban- 
doned burro to show the horrified soldiers who had 
killed their chief. 

Yes, it might easily have been. I could have 
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laughed at the thought of Aguatito's disappoint- 
ment when he should reach my camp and find no 
Captain Grant there. Doubtless the poor burro 
would suffer many a hearty drubbing on the water- 
carrier's homeward tramp. 

I gave a great start. Perhaps Aguatito would 
not suffer himself to be so balked. Perhaps to the 
peon's mind the life of May or Fumess would be a 
fairly acceptable substitute for mine. He might 
treat one of them as he was designing to treat me. 
Indeed, nothing was more likely. Here was a horrid 
thought ! 

And I must stand patiently by, and suffer the 
murderer to go forth on his bloody errand. Almost, 
it seemed, I consented to it by remaining silent and 
inactive. Yet what could I do? I had already ex- 
hausted every effort to get in communication with 
my men. The situation was intolerable. Then I 
thrilled. 

The little burro stood patiently in the hot sunr 
light. He leaned against the opposite gatepost 
with all the dreamy nonchalance of a Mexican peon 
— the water from the bulging goatskins cooled his 
sides. 
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I glanced at the two soldiers. Their fingers were 
snapping up and down with extraordinary rapidity, 
excited cries came from them; even their cigarettes 
had been allowed to die out in the absorbing passion 
of the game. I knew that nothing could divert them 
until one or the other had lost everything to the very 
braid off his trousers. But at any moment Agua- 
tito might appear, and even if he again failed to 
recognize me, he would certainly drive off his burro. 

I acted at once. Turning my back carelessly upon 
the absorbed carabineroSy I drew from my tunic a 
pad of paper and a pencil. 

I had borrowed them from the general's offices 
upon an occasion when, calling in to see him, I had 
found no one there. At the time, I had had a vague 
idea of bribing one of the guard to carry a message 
for me. If discovered, the character of the paper, 
as well as the color of the pencil marks, would baffle 
suspicion. 

Holding the paper and pencil carefully in front 
of. me, I strolled to the off side of the dreaming 
burro. Here, patting the little beast's rough coat 
with my right hand, I held the pad against the 
wooden saddle with my left. 
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So far, all went well. I cast a sidelong glance at 
the two gamesters. If possible, they were more ab- 
sorbed than ever. 

** Three ! three ! * cried Pedro, guessing the num- 
ber of fingers the other had closed. 

**Two!" said the carabiw^ro, triumphantly hold- 
ing up his hand. 

^^ Ah! a thousand curses on such luck of the fiend! 
'Adios to you, my best scrape. Now then, again. 
My silver spurs against your scarlet sash with the 
gold tassels you wear on feast days.'' 

" Good. It is your turn. Now may Our Lady of 
Saltillo help me ! If she does, I promise her to swear 
no more for a week; I promise her to give my mis- 
tress the coral necklace she has so often begged of 



me.'' 



I heard no more. My eyes were watching the 
soldiers, but my mind and hand were busy tracing 
a single word on the pad I held awkwardly against 
the packsaddle. Painfully I printed, did not write, 
the one word: *^ Noches/* the Spanish word for 
" night." 

May and I, at the beginning of the campaign, 
had arranged perhaps a dozen code words. To each 
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word we had assigned an arbitrary meaning, a 
meaning never committed to writing, but preserved 
only in our memories. 

Therefore I knew, if by good luck or vigilance, 
the paper should fall under May's eyes, in time, the 
word, ** NocheSy** even though without signature, 
would loom ominous and threatening, for to May 
it would spell, " Night ! Beware ! Beware of danger 
to yourself ! " 

Still keeping up the pretence of patting the 
burro's neck, I tore off the piece of paper, and fold- 
ing it into a little square, thrust it into the long 
hair on the underside of one of the waterskins. 
Then I tossed pencil and paper into a mass of straw 
and dirt near the gatepost. 

It was done. I had succeeded in placing a warn- 
ing where my men might discover it. Of this I had 
some hope. Both officers and men were experienced 
in border warfare and border craft. Old Sergeant 
McDonald particularly knew every trick and turn 
to which a man in such case as mine might resort. I 
was sure he would search to the very bone every 
living thing that came from the direction of Saltillo. 

On the other hand, the note might fall from the 
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hair where I had entwined it. The goatskin might 
be emptied and thrown away before Aguatito reached 
my men. Worst of all, Ramon Valdez, distrustful 
even of his own emissaries, might have given orders 
to have all water-carriers searched at the city gates. 

Such a measure would demand energy and fore- 
sight unusual in Mexicans, but Valdez was precisely 
the one man who might think of it. 

However, the likelihood was small, indeed. And 
if the paper were found, what then? The hand- 
writing was not mine ; I could defy the sharpest eye 
to detect in that childish print any likeness to my 
ordinary running scrawl. The paper and pencil 
could not betray me, for I had none such in my 
possession. Finally, the word " Noches ** would only 
serve to mystify the Mexican officer, if it were ever 
brought to his attention. 

From the burro, I wandered about the corral, 
examining Featherfoot again, and then, fearing that 
Aguatito might appear and recognise me in spite 
of my disguise, I sauntered easily back toward the 
Commandancia. 

Pedro, still hard at his game, looked up implor- 
ingly as I passed out of the corral. 
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" One moment, seflor, for the love of all the saints* 
Wait but a moment until we have played a few more 
times. This accui^sed one has won all my money, 
my best serape, my silver spurs, and by Heaven! 
my very dinner. I must win something back, or 
I am but a beggar.'^ 

** Keep at it," I returned. ** I can find my way 
back without you.'' I walked carelessly on. 

^^ SefloTy for pity's sake!'' 

I pretended not to hear him. Cursing his luck, 
and doubtlesis me, under his breath, Pedro followed 
me to the Commandancia. 

Donna Mercedes and Colonel Yaldez were no 
longer conversing earnestly by the fountain. Yet 
with what insolent confidence the Mexican had 
leaned over her, and how nervously her hands had 
played in the water ! I was glad to think that their 
interview had been a short one. 

On the whole, siesta found me more satisjSed than 
I had been since the hour I learned that Padre 
Leproso was in my camp disguised as Jose, the cook. 
At least, I had started a warning through to May. 
Pray Heaven, it might reach him in time. 

I seldom slept at siesta; this day was no excep* 
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tion. I sat by my window, staring out through the 
iron bars at the blank wall opposite. 

On its smooth surface the dazzling sunlight 
helped my drowsy brain to form pictures. Blue 
eyes smiled at me; black eyes frowned. A sneering 
mouth drooped beneath a small moustache. A shag* 
haired dwarf chuckled and leered. My old sergeant's 
steady eyes and wrinkled features seemed to be the 
embodiment of dauntless courage. Then the motto 
of my family was painted to my mind's eye: 
" Grant ne feare." So it was phrased, in its quaint 
English, on my father's sword-hilt and pistols at 
home. 

But beneath the gallant motto loomed the omi- 
nous words Fumess had spoken the night I had 
assumed my disguise : " Captain, remember if you're 
caught, it means hanging for you. They'll think 
you're an out-and-out spy." Well, was I not 
one! 

I rose and shook myself at the thought. Siesta 
time was long past. The sunlight no longer dazzled 
from the opposite wall. The shadows that began to 
cloak the alley spoke of night. I must have been 
lost in melancholy thought for several hours. All 
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the better; by this time, I might find Donna Mer- 
cedes in the patio, or, better yet, on the roof. 

But instead of Mercedes I encountered little Inez 
' — ^in the corridor near the staircase. She held out 
her hand, tightly closed. 

** I have something for you. Captain MacAlpine." 

** Good. I thought at first you wanted to play 
*guess,^ and I have nothing worth betting against 
your poorest possession." 

"Oh, what fine words," she cried. "But," her 
smile faded, "I don''t know what I have here for 
you. Perhaps it is only some rude joke — ^Don 
Ramon delights in them." 

"Don Ramon?" 

"Yes. I dion't like him, do you? He passed 
just now and gave me a piece of paper to give to 
you." 

"A paper — ^to me. Donna Inez?" 

** To you. He muttered, also, if the paper meant 
nothing to you, it was well ; if it did, it was all the 
better. What nonsense that is! Don Ramon talks 
always so fiercely he frightens me, or else so foolishly 
I cannot understand him." 

** Am I to look at the paper, senorita? " 
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" Of course — ^here." 

I took the little square from her hand. The in- 
stant she had mentioned Don Ramon T had guessed 
what was coming. My warning had been dis- 
covered. 

I unfolded the paper carelessly, yet with suffi- 
cient appearance of interest. I knew that, behind 
some convenient pillar, or from some adjacent room, 
keen eyes were watching my every expression, per- 
haps sharp ears listening to my every word. 

My own printed letters stared me in the face: 
" NocJiesr 

I read it aloud. ** * Noches * — ^ night ' — ^that is 
all it says, senorita. What does it mean ? " 

" I do not know, seflor.** She stood on tiptoe and 
peered over my shoulder. " * Night.' Yes, no more. 
How silly ! " 

"There must be more to it," I said. "Are you 
sure you did not drop a piece of the paper, 
senorita? " 

" Yes, yes, quite sure. No, no — ^it is one of Don 
Ramon's stupid jokes. Only he could do so silly a 
thing. Mercedes and Senora Casata are on the 
roof, I think. Will you come? " 
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I let the paper fall indifferently, and followed 
Donna Inez up the staircase. 

From the comer of my eye, as I put my foot on 
the lowest step, I caught a glimpse of a slashed 
trouser and spurred boot, barely visible in the crack 
of a door, halfway down the corridor. 
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Wherein a Toast Is Deunk 

Some days later, Colonel Gomez, Lieutenant Gre- 
gorio's father, rode into Saltillo from his garrison 
at the Hacienda of the . Palms. He was a stem 
white-moustaehed cavalier, more French than Mexi- 
can in appearance. He received the condolences of 
the Sandovals with iron composure. 

"I thank your excellency, and all of you," he 
said. ** It is the fortune of war. My Gregorio fell 
with his face to the enemy as a Gomez ought to 
fall — one cannot ask more in war-time, even if it 
be for a son. No, I do not think he was ambuscaded 
—both Gregorio and the soldier had their wounds 
full in front." He pulled at his white moustache 
with a hand that shook a little in spite of himself. 
**Yes, certainly; it was the American, Grant, who 
killed him. A great pistol-ball had shattered my 
poor Gregorio. In the War of Liberation there 

was an American officer of the same name who fought 

los 
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on our side — a beau sabreuTj sefloritas^ although he 
and I did not remain friends. You remember my 
encounter with the Major Grant, General?" 

** Yes, truly. It cannot be the same.'' 

"I do not think so. This Captain of Scouts is 
a young man, as I hear. Is it not so, Captain Mac- 
Alpine?" 

** The officer I saw did not exceed thirty years," I 
answered. 

"Truly. He may not even be the Major Grant^s 
son, but plainly he has the same skill with the pis- 
tol that my old-time antagonist in the duello had. 
The other shot me through the arm, his hand as 
steady as iron. He could have shot me through the 
heart, doubtless, if he had so desired. Yes, the same 
fikill. Ah, my poor Gregorio!" 

** Colonel," I said, " I venture to believe this Amer- 
ican captain regrets the sad necessity of war that 
led him to fire on an officer so brilliant as I have 
heard Lieutenant Gregorio was." 

**My thanks to you, senor.^* He bowed gravely. 
"Little one," he went on, addressing Donna Inez, 
** I came but to ask you to console a lonely old man 
and woman. Your aunt wishes you to visit us a 
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while before you go on to your father in Mex- 

* 99 

ICO." 

" Gladly, Uncle ; but the dreadful Americans ^' 

"I have explored the entire neighbourhood, of 
course. You will understand^ gentlemen. With two 
squadrons of lancers I found their camp, but * there 
are no birds in last year's nests.' The Americans 
are gone." 

"Gone?" I muttered. "Where?" 

" Yes. Back to their General Taylor, I hope. So, 
little Inez, it will be safe for you to visit us. Not 
now, not until we have forgotten Gregorio a little; 
but in ten days, perhaps." 

" I will come, Uncle." 

Leaving Colonel Gomez to discuss military matters 
with the general. Donna Mercedes and I sought 
the roof of the Commandancia. Senora Casata and 
Father Terentlus loitered at a considerate distance 
in our rear. 

A breeze was rustling the leaves of the orange 
groves in the environs of the little city. The red 
roofs of the houses reflected the sun. Beyond the 
wall we could make out some peasant girls lounging 
by a well. 



\ 
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Seflofita/* I said, "your country is very beau- 
tiful. Sometimes, I like it better than America." 

" America, senorf Why do you not say your own 
country?*' 

*' My own — oh ! Well, you know, no one can say 
England has very much sunshine. Even I can't 
claim that, really." 

"Have you lived in the United States of the 
North, then?" 

** Yes. I have even travelled there a great deal." 

"Ah! Are the women as beautiful as it is said 
they are? " 

" The loveliest in the world," I responded enthusi- 
astically. '* There are no women like them." 

She glanced up at me archly. " None, senor? " 

" Only one, at any rate. I know one girl in Mex- 
ico who is as graceful as a palm. Her eyes, se^o- 
rita, are as blue as Heaven, and ^" 

" Why should you tell me what she is like. Cap- 
tain MacAlpine? " 

"Why? You know why. Because you ^' 

** Tell me of the American men," she interrupted 
hurriedly. **Are they tall, and fine-looking, and 
kind to women?" 
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" Some of them are," I admitted cautiously. 
**Yes, some of them are fine fellows.'' 

"The American guerrilla/' she went on, "the 
Captain Grant — ^he was not at all the man I had 
thought to see." 

"Why not?" 

" He was too merry. He laughed much — do you 
remember? — and his eyes smiled at Inez many 
times." 

" How did you expect him to look? " 

**I thought he would be more solemn, and more 
stem. Perhaps I expected him to frown rather than 
to laugh, so often. Yes, and when he laughed, I 
thought it would not be merrily, but sadly — as you 
do, seflor.** 

"As I do?" 

** Yes, your laugh is never merry. You smile 
sometimes, but never gaily. You — I do not know — 
you are not like what I have read about English- 
men." 

"ReaUy?" 

" Yes. Englishmen are stupid ; but you — ^you are 
not stupid." 

" Thank you for your good opinion, senorita.** 
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She clapped her handa. " There ! That is what 
I mean — that is it. One never knows whether you 
laugh or — or jeer." 

" I never jeer at you,'' I said. 

She rested her elbows on the breast-wall that en- 
circled the roof. Her chin propped on her hands, 
she gazed absently over the city. 

^ It is beautiful," she said. ** I am glad you 
like my country, seflor,** 

With a clatter of hoofs, a mounted detachment 
turned the comer below and rode into the plaza. 
A boyish officer in the lead suddenly glanced up and 
met our eyes gazing down upon him. He started 
and lifted his sombrero eagerly. Rising in his stir- 
rups, he bent from the saddle until his sombrero 
swept the ground and his head came almost to his 
stirrup. A gallant and magnificent bow. 

Mercedes acknowledged the greeting, smiling and 
nodding. 



" A handsome young cavalier," I said. 
" It is Don Luis Garcia, one of my father's aides." 
" I haven't seen him before." 
" No. He has been absent since the day after we 
arrived. Inez will be glad." 
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**Dh. He devotes himself to Senorita Mercado? '* 

** Sometimes to Inez, and sometimes ^^ She 

paused; blushing a little. 

** Sometimes to you," I suggested, 

** Perhaps. He is only a boy.'' 

« I'm glad of that." 

She gave me a sidelong glance, then laughed 
frankly. "You are only a boy yourself, Captain 
MacAlpine." 

** I am twenty-five." 

** Ah! The age of a grandfather! No, no, seflar. 
lYou have grave ways and stem looks. So!" She 
frowned majestically. "But your eyes are young! 
They do not laugh, but they are dear — ^like a 
boy's." 

She was looking up at me, half-critical, half- 
laughing, when a light step sounded on the stair- 
way, and Don Luis Garcia sprang into view. He 
bowed over Donna Mercedes' hand as profoundly 
as he had greeted her from the street. 

"Welcome back to Saltillo, seftor^** said the girl 
graciously. 

"I have been dying to hear you say the words, 
senorita,** 
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***And yet it has been five whole minutes since you 
rode up to the door." 

"Ah, but, seflorita^ Colonel Valdez delayed me 
in the patio — I was hurrying to you — ^he was throw- 
ing bits of stones to anger the puma, and made me 
stay to see the beast snarl." 

**It is a meanness of Colonel Valdez, to annoy 
Hector." She turned toward me. " You have not 
yet met Captain MacAlpine, Don Luis. You have 
heard of him, I know." 

" Yes. All Mexico is in your debt, Captain, for 
saving its two fairest flowers." 

I tried to equal the lad's easy gallantry. *' Mex- 
ico's debt is removed by the thanks of its most ac- 
complished subaltern." 

My compliment, florid though it was, brought a 
gratified smile to the young Mexican's lips. 

"You say more than I deserve, senor^ but if the 
war lasts a little longer, I hope to prove it true." 

Mercedes' eyes laughed on me, amused by the 
boy's self-satisfaction. 

"Will you fight the whole American army?" she 
asked. 

"You laugh, senorita; but I have sent a chal- 
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lenge to the guerrilla Grant to fight me hand to 
hand." 

"You have!" I exclaimed. 

The boy unhooked his sabre, and swinging It to 
the front, leaned jauntily on the hilt. 

" Truly, Captain MacAlpIne. Senorita^ I chal- 
lenged him to meet me on account of his ungallant 
behaviour to you and to Donna Inez Mercado." 

"Ah, Don Luis," said Mercedes, real anxiety in 
her voice, « what if the American accepts your chal- 
lenge? He Is invincible in arms, it is said." 

" We shall see." 

** But, Seiior Garcia," I demanded, " who took 
your challenge to the American?" 

" Several days ago I met a water-carrier — a fel- 
low on the way from Colonel Valdez to the American 
General Taylor with a message about the exchange of 
prisoners. The peon said he would see this Grant, 
also. It is he who bears my challenge." 

"You are a brave officer, seftor^*^ I said gravely, 
** and I pray Heaven you and Captain Grant never 
meet as enemies." 

While I leaned, musing, on the wall, Mercedes and 
Lieutenant Garcia strolled a little away. Senora 
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Casata had already left us, but Father Terentius 
dozed on a bench half-hidden by great vases of 
flowers. 

The roofs of the surrounding houses turned from 
red to pink, and then to grey. Brown and black 
shadows hid the green of the orange groves. Into 
the western chaparral the reddening sun dipped 
suddenly and was then extinguished. Night had 
come. 

Lights began to twinkle through grilled windows, 
and from a hundred patios the glow was reflected 
in the evening sky. 

Half-dreaming, I let a long sigh escape me. 

** Does a soldier sigh?'' said Valdez's voice at my 
elbow. 

I am not easily startled. ^^A soldier may sigh 
for action,'' I answered coolly, "yes, or for love." 

**Not for love, senor** The Mexican rested his 
arms on the wall beside me, and spoke with an air 
of frankness. " A soldier, in wartime, need not sigh 
for love ; he takes what he desires. At least, I shall, 
let who will stand in my way." His eyes strayed to 
where the forms of Donna Mercedes and young 
Garcia showed dimly. 
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** Surely," I said, " a boy like that cannot affect 
the hopes of Colonel Valdez.'' 

"A boy like — ^ah!" He peered at me, but I 
drummed unconcernedly on the wall with my fingers. 
**No, senor, neither the boy, Garcia, nor any man, 
can affect the accomplishment of my desires," 

"And what are your desires. Colonel?" 

"What are they?" He laughed shortly. "No 
matter what they are. Captain MacAlpine, you 
said, also, a soldier sighs for action — ^it is true. 
Why do you not go to seek it? You came here for 
that — ^to see our wars? The General will send an 
escort to protect you for a week's march, without 
doubt." 

"Fm afraid I wouldn't see anything worth 
while," I rejoined, " a few skirmishes at most. Fm 
very comfortable here. I think I'll wait until Gren- 
eral Santa Anna comes up to meet Taylor. Then, 
perhaps, there'll be a row worth seeing." 

The Mexican struck his hand heavily on the wall. 
Even in the darkness I could see his frowning brows. 

"iS^nor," he growled, " you would do well to go — 
to perform your duty to your Government as at- 
tachS — ^while there is yet time." 
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Plenty of time, my dear fellow. The campaign 
won't begin for a month yet, I fancy.'* 

Suddenly his dark face was thrust almost against 
mine. "Will you go?" he said thickly. 

** No," I answered, " I will not." 

He made no answer, but as he turned to go down 
the darkening stairway, I saw his fingers stray in- 
voluntarily to his belt. 

As I sometimes did, I dined that evening with the 
officers of General Sandoval's staff, instead of with 
the general and his family as usual. It was in the 
nature of a regimental dinner, for Don Ramon pre- 
sided, and Colonel Gomez was present as a guest of 
honour. 

Valdez was as arrogant as ever. More than once 
he aired views so disparaging to all Englishmen 
that, if I had really been a British officer, I should 
certainly have been compelled to resent his words. 
But as it was, his gibes only caused me secret 
laughter. 

However, since Colonel Gomez was present, the 
conversation was devoted principally to the iniqui- 
ties of the hated Americans. 

^^Sacristo! ** exclaimed Lieutenant Garcia, " would 
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that I had been there to help when they fusilladed 
Don Gregorio." 

Don Ramon^ disappointed in his efforts to tor- 
ment me, turned his attention to the speaker. " If 
what they say of this Grant be true,'' he sneered, 
" he would have broken you in two with his hands.*' 

" Ah, so? " retorted the boy hotly. " I do not be- 
lieve he fights like a wild beast. That is left to 
Padre Leproso." 

"What do children know of Padre Leproso?" 

This was a home thrust, for Lieutenant Garcia 
could not have exceeded twenty years of age. 

** I know this much, sefloVy** he cried. " If it is 
necessary for the staff' of His Excellency, Santa 
Anna, to hire spies, at least those spies should not 
be common assassins, ravishers of women, hateful 
to every honourable cavalier." 

"These are tales to frighten children," jeered 
Valdez. 

** Not so," I interrupted. ** I have heard what 
this Padre Leproso did to the American, Willetts, 
and to Seiiorita Mattos, his betrothed. Senores^ is 
there .any one of us who does not know that is 
true?" 
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Don Ramon frowned. I had given him a far 
keener stab than he had given young Garcia, for it 
was whispered about the Commandancia that Colonel 
Valdez knew more of the affair than he cared to tell. 
It was even suspected that he had himself planned 
the murder of Major Willetts. That he had con- 
nived at Leproso's attack on Seiiorita Mattos was 
impossible, but, at any rate, the deed once done, he 
had refused to give the ravisher up, either to Gen- 
eral Taylor or to the relatives of the unfortimate 
girL 

** The killing of the American was the deed of a 
patriot," said Rsunon. "As for the other — the 
saints know how I abhor that crime! yet, senores^ 
did not the Senorita Mattos become a traitor to 
Mexico when she consented to wed an Ameri- 
can?'* 

Colonel Gomez interrupted. "That is as each 
one may think, Blut as Don Luis Garcia tried to 
say, the ravishing of Senorita Mattos was an out- 
rage the most abominable. I swear to you, if a 
relative of mine were handled so, I would bum the 
man with slow fire." 

Don Ramon affected to smile. ** Senores,'* he 
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cried, " there is one matter on which we all agree. I 
will give you a toast. Let us rise and drink it.'* 

We rose and stood with filled glasses. 

** SenoreSy" said Ramon, *'this is my toast: 
Death to the scoundrelly foreigners! Your pardon^ 
Captain MacAlpine — of course, I mean: Death to 
the scoundrelly Americans.'' 

" Don Ramon," I said, eyeing him steadily, ** let 
me amend it a little. Death to the scoundrek of all 
nations ! " 

He drank the toast, scowling at me over the rim 
of his glass. 



s I 



VI 

Wheeein Songs Aee Sung and Visits Exchanged 

There were other toasts drunk that night, and we 
sat late over the pecans and light native wine. 

After the dinner, I was walking across the moon- 
lit patio toward my room, when Don Luis Garcia 
overtook me. 

"jffoZa, Captain!" he called softly. "Wait a 
moment, if you please." 

I waited, wondering if he meant to thank me for 
coming to his aid against Ramon Valdez. But such 
thoughts were far from his mind. 

" Senor,** he demanded gaily, " can you play a 
guitar? " 

" Yes, a little — a few chords." 

" Ah, ha ! Good ! See, I have here a guitar for 
each of us. Come, then." He took me by the arm 
and began to lead me toward the entrance of the 
Commandancia. 

" But whither? " I asked, yielding, nevertheless, 

to his guidance. 

180 
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"A serenade!'*^ cried the boy. "A serenade to 
the bluest eyes in all Mexico— the bluest in the 
world." 

> 

" Those of Donna Mercedes ? ^ 
"Most certainly. Whose else? But you may 
sing to Donna Inez, if you prefer black eyes to blue.*' 

We passed the guard at the gate, moved along 

« 

the front of the building, and turned into the court- 
yard beyond. 

We were facing the southern side of the Comman- 
dancia. From the wall, silvered by the moon, a half- 
dozen barred windows looked out grim and dark. 
That wing of the house seemed sunk in slumber. 

" Here ! " whispered Don Luis. " The two win- 
dows at this end. It is there the ladies sleep. Ah, 
if one might be a moonbeam ! " 

"Now, senor^* he went on, "shall we sing to- 
gether? What songs know you? *My Captain?' 
*In Fair Grenada?' *Moon of Gold?'*' 

I shook my head. " No, none of them. You sing 
alone — ^I'U try to think of something.*' 

Without more ado, the boy placed himself close 
to the grille and began to sing in a sweet tenor; I 
think the words were of his own composing. 
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Above those bars 
The silver stars 

Shine as my love for 70U. 
And in their beams 
Fair Heaven gleams^ 

As in your eyes of blue.' 



f$ 



There was a stir behind the window bars. Strain- 
ing our eyes, we could make out a form outlined 
against the darkness. 

Luis struck a graceful attitude. He lifted his 
face passionately as he sang on. 



« 



As firefly lamps 
Dispel the damps 

That chill the loving flow'r. 
So your eyes shine 
On heart of mine^ 

To warm it every hour." 



He paused expectantly. There was another stir 
behind the barred window; then silence. 

Luis made a gesture of disappointment, only half- 
feigned. ** A thousand pities ! " he sighed. " Only 
to-day I gave her the last two verses of that madri- 
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gal, yet she will not answer. Do you try, seflor. 
Perhaps your voice will avail more than mine." 

In spite of this encouragement, I was rather at 
a loss. My experience in Spanish serenades was 
somewhat limited. 

" Sing, senorl " urged Luis in a whisper. " She 
will think you a laggard cavalier." 

I remembered a Creole song my father had brought 
from New Orleans. When I was a mere lad he used 
to sing it often, always with a certain touch of mel- 
ancholy. It might serve here. 

I sang with as much expression as I could mus- 
ter. 



« 



Sweetheart, dawn across the river. 
Comes in glorious light; 

Golden arrows from his quiver 
Pierce the sullen night. 
Sweet ! Sweet ! 

'Tis the morning which forever 
Makes our love-years bright." 



To my intense amazement, an answer came back, 
a low voice thrilling the verse a little uncertainly 
from the darkness of the room. 
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" Sweetheart, though the war shall sever 
Those who faith may plight, 
I will cease to love thee never. 
Love can know no blight. 
Sweet ! Sweet ! 
Heart to heart, and mine forever, 
Thou art still my knight/* 

The voice died softly away. The window, too, 
looked blankly out on us again. 

"Ah, she answered yott," said young Garcia. 
"You are favoured to-night, sefior. Would It had 
been my fortune! But what said she? She sang in 
your own tongue?'* 

"Yes. Is she gone?'* 

*VGone? Alas, yes. And without a word to me. 
Unhappy me! I wish I were not so young." He 
strummed his guitar mournfully as we walked back 
to our quarters. 

In the patio I left him and sought my own room. 

The night was warm, and after I had undressed, 
and had extinguished my candle, I set ajar the door 
into the corridor. The room was cooler so. 

Nevertheless, I could not sleep. The recollection 
of Mercedes' unexpected song, thoughts of Don Ra- 
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mon's scowling face, the difficulties of my present 
position, all these kept me tossing until the cane 
bedstead felt hard and uncomfortable. 

At length I dragged my mat from the bed and 
spread it under the window, where every current of 
air might pass over me. The moon did not light 
that side of the Commandancia ; I was in cool dark- 
ness. 

So I must have fallen asleep, or nearly. On a 
sudden I opened my eyes, every nerve a-tingle. I 
had heard a thing that told me I was in deadly peril. 

A sharp, cracking sound had come from the direc- 
tion of the bed. But it was not this that made 
me grope frantically for the pistol at my side. The 
wood of the bedside might easily have cracked in the 
tropic heat. One of the wide-winged bats might 
have flown in from the roofless patio in pursuit of 
moths. Or a scorpion, mailed and lanced, might 
have met a rival in its night prowl. 

It was not the crack that made me aware of a sin- 
ister presence. It was the sound that accompanied 
it — a quick, desperately-repressed gasp as when a 
man strikes and misses — as when a knife is driven 
home. 
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For a full minute there was absolute silence in the 
room. So still it was, I could hear the tinkle of the 
fountain playing in the patio, almost the air sigh- 
ing through the bars of my window. I was experi- 
enced in a warfare where life often depended upon 
quickness of ear; yet I heard not a sound. 

Then, even as my fingers at last touched my re- 
volver, there was the faintest possible rustle — the 
door of the room closed softly. 

In half a second I had lighted the candle. Cocked 
pistol in hand, I glared about. The room was 
empty. I tore open the door. 

In the stone corridor, as reverberant of any noise 
as a whispering gallery, not a footfall sounded. 

I turned back and held the candle close to the bed. 
Just where a man's breast might have been was a 
clean cut in the soft palmwood. I had escaped death 
by a miracle. 

At once I made up my mind what to do. Throw- 
ing on my clothes and thrusting a revolver in my 
belt, I hurried into the patio. I would seek Luis 
Garcia, and then 

A man sat on the coping of the fountain, gazing 
moodily into the water. 

" Ha ! Don Luis ! " 
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He lifted his head absently. " Ah, is it you, Cap- 
tain MacAlpine? I am looking for blue eyes in the 
fountain here." 

" Leave them," I said. " I've serious business on 
hand. Will you come with me? I may need you." 

My gravity and hurry roused the boy at once. 
He gave me a quick glance, then sprang to his feet. 

" Say you so, senor? Is there news of attack? I 
will get my sword." 

" No — no attack by the Americans. You won^t 
need your sword. I only want you as a witness — 
I don't care to be stabbed in the back." 

"Stabbed? A witness?" 

" To be present when I talk with Valdez." 

The boy's teeth gleamed. " Ah ! Colonel Valdez. 
At your service, senor.** 

With Luis close behind me, I traversed the corri- 
dor, and paused at Ramon's room. Motioning to 
Garcia for silence, I pushed against the doon It 
yielded readily. We tiptoed in. 

Ramon lay on his side on the bed, to all appear- 
ances sleeping profoundly. His powerful chest, 
half-bared, rose and fell to his deep breathing as 
peacefully as a child's. His brows had lost their 
usual scowl, and even the sneering mouth was set 
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in Innocent lines. If this man had foully tried to 
murder me three minutes before, he had the most 
marvellous self-control I had ever seen. 

Standing a little to one side, I threw the light of 
the candle directly across the closed eyelids. They 
opened with soldier-like promptness. The eyes 
stared up into the face of Luis Garcia. 

"Ha! Don Luis. What is it? The General 
wants me? " 

Young Garcia made no reply, and Ramon's brows 
contracted. "What folly is this?" he said impa- 
tiently. " Did you drink too much wine at dinner, 
senor? " 

I stepped forward. He started with perfect nat- 
uralness at sight of me. 

" This is not drunken folly, Colonel Valdez,'' I 
said sternly. " Someone has just attempted to mur- 
der me. He struck at where he thought I lay asleep 
on my bed." 

Ramon sat up alertly. "Ha! Captain MacAl- 
pihe. Is this possible? A thousand devils! You 
have captured the assassin, of course. We will have 
him shot against the wall of the nearest alley at day- 
break. I ^" 
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** No," I interrupted, " we have not captured him 
—yet. We need your help.'* 

** Of course," he said coolly. " You were right to 
come to me instead of disturbing the General. What 
did the rascal look like?" 

" I didn't see him, only heard him, heard him 
gasp as he struck, and heard him leave the room. 
Don Luis was in the patio and 7-" 

** Which way did he run, Luis?" 

** Don Luis did not see him," I said. " No one 

knows who he is, unless " I looked at Ramon 

with grim significance. 

He returned my gaze with a sort of amused con- 
tempt. "Ah, I understand," he said. 

" I don't doubt you do." 

This time he laughed outright. " Consider, seflor! 
You say no one saw the man. No one even heard 
him — except his gasp — ah, yes, except his gasp. He 
left his poniard, perhaps — no? Frankly, Captain 
MacAlpine, do you not think you dreamed this as- 
sassin?" 

"I do not," I answered. I touched the butt of 
my revolver. ** I dreamed it so little that I have 
come here prepared to deal with him." 
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'^"Here?*' He smiled tolerantly. "Ah, Cap- 
tain, your pardon ; but remember, if you please, we 
sat late at dinner to-night. Our wines are not so 
strong as your English ones, yet they are danger- 
ous if one uses them too recklessly." 

"What!" I exclaimed. 

He yawned sleepily. " Come, come ! It is no 
great harm for a cavalier to drink too much at times. 
We have heard you and Don Luis, yes, about the 
Commandancia an hour or more ago, the General 
and L Laughter in the patio — a little wild, per- 
haps. Songs under certain windows — songs not very 
well sung, seflorj and guitars played somewhat with- 
out steadiness. What matter? Wine is wine in all 
countries. But assassins? No, senorl Here, nor 
elsewhere in the Commandancia." 

I glared at him, but Luis touched me on the arm. 
" SeftoTy'** he said, reluctantly, " you know I was by 
the fountain all the time ! I saw and heard nothing." 

"So?" said Ramon with the same pitying toler- 
ance. " Are you satisfied, seflor? " 

Without a word, I turned and left the room. 

As I blew out the candle in the corridor, I saw 
Ramon yawning sleepily as he settled himself on 
his bed. 
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Wheeein a Bolt Woeks Too Smoothly 

I SLEPT with locked door, revolver in hand, but for 
me the night passed without further adventure. The 
next day, however, brought forth new evidence of 
Don Ramon's handiwork. 

I had eaten my breakfast of coffee and rolls 
rather late, and was strolling idly about the Com- 
mandancia, when I encoimtered Ramon himself. 

He was standing before the cage of Hector, the 
mountain lion, engaged in his favourite diversion 
of teasing the beast to frenzy. Pricked with the 
point of a sabre until half mad, the snarling puma 
was launching himself against the bars in the effort 
to reach his tormentor. 

To my mind there was a startling likeness be- 
tween the evilly-smiling mouth of Ramon and the 
bared fangs of the great cat. Their eyes, too, flamed 
with the same fire. One looked no more treacher- 
ous than the other. Indeed, the odds were with the 
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panther, for it, at least, did not try to disgiiise 
its savage nature. 

" Good-moming, seftor^** called Ramon, looking 
up from his congenial pastime. ** How are you feel- 
ing this morning?*^ He touched his forehead with 
an attempt at humour. " The head — ^is it better? '* 

I felt myself his master at any game he might 
choose to play. 

"By Jove, yes!" I answered. "I was rather 
warlike last night, wasn't I? Hope you didn*t think 
I was quite a fool." 

He essayed a frank smile. **Ah, what does it 
matter. Captain Mac Alpine? We are both soldiers 
and can claim a soldier's privileges — wine, women, 
and song, are they not? I have had them all myself." 

As he talked, he leaned carelessly against the 
cage. A tawny paw struck instantly through the 
bars; the razor-like claws missed his neck by an 
inch. 

With a startled oath, Valdez sprang back. Then 
advancing cautiously, he darted his sabre-point be- 
tween the bars until the puma's flanks were stained 
with blood, and the wretched beast howled again. 
"Ah, ha, my little kitten!" jeered Ramon. 
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*' Would you scratch your visitor? Very pretty; 
very pretty!" 

"Let the poor devil alone," I said at last. 
**You drove him to it. He'll get out and eat you 
up some day. He has a long score to settle with 
you already." 

Ramon sneered. "Yes, yes! I give Hector a 
greeting nearly every morning. But bah ! he would 
as soon eat you as me. It is man he hates — even 
in such a charming red coat as yours." He tried 
the door of the cage with his sabre-hilt. "Truly! 
The bolt seems a little loose, perhaps." 

The animal, furiously pacing his prison, stopped 
and snarled. 

" No, no, my little kitten," said the Mexican with 
relish. " This will hold you a while longer. You 
will not eat me yet; oh, no! What, are you angry 
again? Perhaps a lance, heated in the guardroom 
brazier, will teach you manners, my beauty. What 
say you, Captain MacAlpine? Suppose we play 
lion-tamer in earnest." He turned as if to carry 
out his suggestion. 

"Colonel Valdez is too free with another's pet," 
said a cool voice behind us. Donna Mercedes was 
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standing in the middle of the patio. " Senor, I will 
beg of you not to touch Hector without my permis- 
sion." 

Ramon bowed. "Your wishes are my law, seflO' 
rita, as you know well. But Hector is dangerous — 
he deserves chastisement. It was but a moment ago, 
his claws all but cut my throat." 

"Who would not be dangerous, if tormented to 
madness? Torment him no more, if you please." 

** I live but to serve you, serlorita** 

The man's manner was vaguely contemptuous. If 
I had been sure of what I only suspected — that he 
was as distasteful to Mercedes as he was to me — ^I 
would have picked a quarrel with him then and there. 
The fountain was only three or four yards away, 
it was an ideal spot for a sudden immersion. I 
could hardly resist so Heaven-sent an opportu- 
nity. 

But, after all, perhaps Mercedes^ apparent cold- 
ness toward Ramon was mere coquetting, the mean- 
ingless fencing of a girl not to be too easily won. 
It was not for me to be forward in what was not sup- 
posed to concern me. 

**You shine upon us late to-day," said Ramon 
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smoothly. ^^ Did the music we heard last night lull 
you so soundly? " 

"The music we heard, Don Ramon?" The girl 
laid a significant emphasis on the word. "Those 
6ongs were meant for Inez and for me only." 

Ramon's mouth twitched. " But, sefUmta^ I heard 
them. I even ventured to listen carefully. I have 
some right, perhaps, to know who sings beneath your 
window." 

"You have no right, senor.^* 

"No right? Truly, Donna Mercedes, have I not 
asked your ^" 

The girl interrupted him. "I say you have no 
right. A wish is not a right. Colonel Valdez. And 

to see you torment Hector " She shrugged her 

shoulders. "Until presently, gentlemen. Sefiora 
Casata will be growing impatient." She glided down 
a corridor and was gone. 

Don Ramon stood twisting his moustache. ** So? " 
he muttered. " Some day, my disdainful one, we 
shall see.'' His glance fell on me, watching him con- 
temptuously. " Eh, Captain MacAlpine, what would 
you have? Women are the devil, eh? " The Kds 
drooped a little over the hot eyes. " Here, now, you 
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saw how she played fast and loose with me — ^made 
pretence to scorn me, by San lago! Yet she is my 
promised bride." 

" Your promised bride ! " I exclaimed. 

" Without doubt, senor.^* There was a note of tri- 
umph in his voice. "Have you not heard? Her 
hand is promised to me. The General has consented 
that the wedding day be not far off." 

He paused and surveyed me mockingly; but I 
had recovered myself. " She seemed to have an- 
other view of the matter," I rejoined. " The way 
you treated Hector was not very encouraging for a 
wife." 

" Ah, not so. It is with a woman as with a puma 
i — she must be treated with a strong hand. A woman 
likes one the better, if one shows he is master." 

** I don't believe your plan will work with Donna 
Mercedes." 

"We shall see — we shall see. And, look you, 
senorl I am not without experience with women. 
The sport is the greater if submission comes not too 
easily." 

He turned again to the cage. Hector, pacing up 
and down the narrow confines, showed his teeth as 
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the Mexican approached. The latter threatened him 
with his sabre. 

** So, Hector? I have a mind to fpve you one 
more taste of this.** 

The beast retreated several paces, then leaped 
headlong against the door. The whole cage shook 
with the impact, but the stout bars held. 

"Back! my little kitten," jeered Ramon, prick- 
ing him again and again. ** Try once more ! Try 
once more, perhaps." He placed his hand on the 
bolt and shook it derisively. " See ! it is not very 
strong.*' 

As if the great cat had understood, he hurled 
himself furiously forward. To my horror, the door 
flew open. The puma was free. 

Somehow Ramon had flung himself aside. I was 
left full in front of the raging beast. 

The hair rose along his back, his fangs showed 
hideously as he gathered himself for a spring. Be- 
yond, I saw Ramon. His naked sabre was in his 
hand, but he made no move to help me. 

Then as the beast sprang, I threw myself to the 
left. Perhaps the lack of exercise had cramped his 
muscles, or the confinement had dimmed his eyesight, 
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but by a miracle he missed me. His paws thudded 
softly as he struck near the fountain. 
" Ramon ! " I cried. " Your sword ! '' 
The Mexican did not move. I cursed him for a 
coward and whirled about. 

» 

The beast was gathering himself for another 
spring — but not toward me. I gave a cry. Mer- 
cedes Sandoval stood near the fountain, paralyzed 
with fear. Some accursed chance had brought her 
into the patio. Her blue eyes thrilled me through 
and through, as they looked imploringly from the 
glaring puma to me. 

A panther Is by no means the equal of a tiger or 
a lion. A strong man might hope to conquer It, per- 
haps, even with his bare hands. But a weak and 
shrinking girl! What a horror those sabre-like 
fangs and claws would make of her tender neck and 
body! 

The beast's tail twitched. I could hear Ramon 
running forward, roused to action at last. But he 
would be too late. Mercedes stretched out her hands 
beseechingly. Then for the first time I remem- 
bered the pistol hidden In my breast. 

As the great cat launched himself Into the air, the 
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heavy forty-five bullet from my revolver crashed 
through his brain. His limbs scarcely quivered where 
he fell 

For a moment there was a tense silence. Mer- 
cedes lowered her hands with a long sigh that was 
almost a sob. 

** SenoT^ she said faintly, " you — ^you have saved 
me. I thank you." 

** I would die for you," I answered. 

Ramon laughed rather hoarsely. ^^ Donna Mer- 
cedes* life was hardly in danger,'* he S£iid« **The 
beast is but an overgrown cat.** 

To myself I was willing to admit that I had per- 
formed no great feat; but not to the sarcastic 
Mexican. 

^^ Perhaps. But you managed to get out of the 
cat*s way quickly enough.*' 

He bit his lip, but tried to smile. " Truly, Beflor^ 
he was past me before a man could wink. You made 
a most excellent shot — ^wonderful, indeed. The 
American, Grant, could not have handled his weapon 
more skilfully.'* 

Mercedes flashed a scornful look upon him. ^^ The 
American's bullet could not have flown more swiftly 
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than Don Ramon — away from the door of the cage. 
A brave cavalier would not have waited until a 
woman was in danger before remembering he carried 
a sword. A sword is, perhaps, for use; not to 
brandish — at a distance." 

« She gave him a mocking bow, looked at me witU 
unfathomable eyes, and then walked deliberately 
away. 

"Captain MacAlpine," said Ramon, "do you, 
also, call me a coward? " 

** No," I answered, " not a coward. I know per- 
fectly well you did not hold back because you were 
a coward. You had another reason, I think." 

His teeth showed under his small moustache. 
"You speak in riddles," he rejoined coolly. "We 
have spent too many minutes this morning playing 
with kittens; I must go to my work. I will send 
the soldiers to bury Hector." He moved jauntily 
toward the guardroom as the soldiers, attracted by 
my shot, at last began to bustle out. "Look you, 
Pedro," he called to the sergeant. " It was most 
careless of you not to examine the fastenings of 
Hector's cage when you fed him last night. Ob- 
serve now, we have been compelled to kill him." He 
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passed out of sight, administering a fire of rebuke 
to the bewildered troopers. 

I examined the door of the cage. The lock was 
not broken or even bent. On the contrary, the bolt 
worked smoothly. I fancied a dexterous hand might 
easily have slipped it back even as the panther 
leaped. 

Only one thing brought some light to a rather 
melancholy day. As I was lounging among the 
palms* of the roof, Senora Casata came up to me. 

" Senor MacAlpine," she said, " I do not com- 
mend it. No! To carry a message from a young 
girl to an officer is truly not proper." 

**Have you a message from Donna Mercedes?*' 
I demanded. 

" It is so, but it is not by my wish. But look 
you. Captain, my Mercedes is not easily refused. 
Her eye lights like flame when she grows in earnest, 
and I — Sancta Maria! I am not brave." 

" For the love of all your saints, tell me what she 
says ! " 

"Well, then, after all, it is a simple thing; one 
of our proverbs only. Even Don Ramon could not 
think I was doing anything improper in speaking 
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a proverb. This is it : * Words are cold, thanks lie 
warmest in the heart!"* 

^ I am at her feet," I said. 

I wandered about the Commandanda all day — 
for Donna Mercedes was not again visible — ^but 
whether on the roof or about the corridors, I was 
always on my guard. At night, too, I barricaded 
my bedroom door with a couple of heavy chairs, and 
slept as lightly as a wolf. 

In spite of Mercedes'' message, the strain of such 
a life was fast becoming intolerable. I added my 
sleeplessness to my score against Don Ramon. 



vm 

Wheeein Flowees Abe Theown 

The next day I was talking with Donna Mercedes. 
We were in a sort, of moming-room, opening by a 
single doorway into the pahn-grown patio. The 
duenna was busy at her drawnwork by the little 
fountain; now extracting a thread with jealous care^ 
now nodding in the hot sunshine. 

By tacit consent, Mercedes and I avoided any 
mention of her narrow escape from the puma and 
her rebuke of Ramon Valdez. The subject might 
prove to be a painful one. 

"Do you know, zenor!^ said Donna Mercedes, 
^^ I was serenaded the night before last? Two gay 
cavaliers sang beneath my window most fafeauti- 
fully.»» 

*^ I hear that an angel sang back again." 

She laughed gaily. " I thought at first you would 
not sing, Captain MacAlpine.'' 

li3 
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" Tell me," I said, " where did you learn that 
song? I was amazed to hear you." 

"And I to hear you. Donna Quera de Pico 
taught me. She learned it long ago, oh, many 
years. A foreigner — ^an American it was — ^used to 
sing it to her. He was her betrothed lover, they 
say.'* 

"Donna Quera de Pico?** 

** You have not met her. She goes out but little, 
although she is still as beautiful as a girl." 

" I must meet her, but not yet — ^I know you! " 

"You sang that night like a Mexican cavalier, 
and now you talk like one," she laughed. 

" Seflorita, it isn't hard even for an Englishman 
to be inspired when he is near you." 

**Ah, but surely I did not inspire you to talk 
so fiercely as I have heard you do sometimes." 

"I?" 

**0h, I have heard. Captain MacAlpine," she 
said, nodding her head roguishly. 

" Heard what, sefUmtaf " 

" How you called Don Ramon a villain. Oh, no, 
not directly. Sancta Maria, I hope not! But you 
said the same thing. Don Luis Garcia told me." 
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" Oh, he did? Did he tell you anything else that 
happened that night?*' 

"No. Was there something else?'* 

"I shan't tell tales out of school, and neither 
ought young Garcia." 

"He is a fine little cavalier. He praised you, 
senoTy for coming to his help against Don Ramon." 

" They say, sefioritay that he adores the daugh- 
ter of the Commandant of Saltillo. Do you think it 
is true?" 

"Who knows? Perhaps! I like him very much, 
also," she added archly. 

" But not as he likes you." 

** No, no ! He is only a boy, after all. Captain 
MacAlpine, I fear you have made an enemy of Don 
Ramon." 

"He was already that, Donna Mercedes. I do 
not fear him." 

" But I fear for you, seflor.^* 

" You make me very happy by saying so." 

*'Ah, I do not wish any trouble on — on account 
of ^" 

" Yes," I said boldly, " if I do have trouble with 
Colonel Valdez, it will be on your account." 
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She ran lightly into the patio. "There goes 
Don Luis now," she said. " Seiaor G?arcia ! Don 
Luis!" 

He came toward her at once, happiness shining 
in his eyes. 

Sefloritay I am at your service." 

Is there any news of the war?" she asked. 

** Nothing much," he answered. " A beggar has 
brought the usual story, that the American General 
with all his army is not far off. We have heard it 
a hundred times. Mi^ yes," he glanced at me, 
** there is other news! The ruffian whom Captain 
MacAlpine and I discussed wlith Colonel Valdez, 
Padre Leproso, I mean — ^the peons by the well say 
that he has become openly a bandit. They say he 
has given up all pretence of fighting for our beau- 
tiful Mexico, and that he and his cut-throats are 
now only for themselves." 

"But I thought he was a spy in the American 
camp," I said. 

The handsome boy spread his hands smilingly. 
" Ah, Captain, what the peasants say may not be 
true. The saints know how they learn such things. 
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Besides, a spy Is no better than a robber; so much is 
true. Until presently, seflorital I am on duty for 
the General.** 

He swept the ground with his hat and walked 
gracefully across the sunlit patio toward the offices. 
I Btared unseelngly at the shining fountain. The 
boy's words had left a bitter taste in my mouth. 

" You are dull company, senor^* said Donna Mer- 
cedes, suddenly. 

I started. **Your pardon, sefloriia. I ^* 

" You are not forgiven, Captain MacAlpIne. No, 
no ! Since you tire of me, I will go help Donna Inez 
choose her new mantilla. Adios, Don Quixote.'* 

She left me, laughing back over her shoulder at 
my confused attempts to explain. Senora Casata 
folded up her drawnwork and followed her charge, 
while I sank, moodily enough, into a seat under a 
palm. 

The seat was a relic of the Aztec days, a quaint 
high-backed structure, more throne than chair. The 
palm under which it stood grew so low as com- 
pletely to conceal any occupant. Here, while just 
outside its circle all was hot sunshine and light, all 
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withm was cool shadow and obscurity. Grateful for 
the seclusion, I sat and chewed the cud of my reflec- 
tions. 

I was aroused from my gloomy abstraction by 
the sound of voices near the fountain. I recognised 
the tones of General Sandoval and Ramon Valdez. 
How long they had been talking I do not know, but 
when I became conscious of their presence, it was 
already too late to retreat. 

" Your Excellency," Ramon was saying, " I tell 
you this has become intolerable to me." 

" My dear Ramon," answered the other deprecat- 
ingly, **what are a few harmless strolls about the 
patio?" 

" Harmless ? Perhaps." 

**Ha! What do you say? Remember you speak 
of my daughter, senorl ** 

"I mean no disrespect to Donna Mercedes. A 
few strolls about the patio; a few serenades in the 
moonlight, it may be some whisperings on the roof; 
and it will be too late. Mercedes is very young, 
and this MacAlpine is a man of the world. She 
may love him before she is aware." 

" You dream, Ramon. She knows as well as I 
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that this Englishman is here but for a breath; he 
can be serious in nothing." 

"Englishman?" cried Ramon. "I doubt if he 
is an Englishman." 

" What ! You rave. What is he, then, if not an 
Englishman? " 

" General, I believe he is an American, a spy." 

" SenoTy your dislike of him carries you away. 
You yourself were satisfied with the truth of his com- 
mission and passports." 

" Truly ! Nevertheless, you heard, perhaps, how 
he avoided drinking to the confusion of the Amer- 
icans the other night?" 

" I heard — it was almost a quarrel between you." 

" It was cleverly done ! I gave him my glance — 
you remember it, General? — ^with a hint of a dagger 
in it. I swear to you he almost laughed in my 
face." 

"I see nothing in all this, Ramon, except, per- 
haps, that he is hateful to you because ^" 

" Yes," interrupted the other fiercely, " because 
he is overmuch with Donna Mercedes. It is true. 
He walks, talks, and sings with her. When is all 
this to end, your Excellency? " 
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"When?" 

*^ Look you. Have you not promised her hand to 
me?'* 

^^Yes. If she herself consents, seflor. She must 
become your wife willingly.'' 

"Willingly enough," said Ramon harshly. **A 
woman will always yield to a strong pursuer. I 
had her all but won when this MacAlpine came from 
the saints know where. His foreign ways and talk 
have turned Mercedes' head. I believe him to be a 
spy, and at the first sign, I will kill him like one." 

"Remember I am Commandant here," rejoined 
Sandoval, with spirit. ** General Santa Anna will 
not overlook any disrespect to the British officer." 

** Perhaps the President's chief of staff knows 
Santa Anna's mind better than does the Command- 
ant of Saltillo," said Ramon meaningly. ^^ If this 
MacAlpine is found to be a spy, it will not look well 
that you should have defended him." 

** My services for the country ar'e known to the 
President, seflor.** 

**Too well known. General. The President does 
not look with favour on — a rival." 

The older man was silent. When he spoke it was 
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in an altered tone. "What would you have me 
do?'» 

Before Ramon could reply, I heard the sound of 
footsteps on the pavement. 

"Excellency,'* said the voice of an orderly, 
"Donna Quera de Pico desires to see the Excel- 
lency." 

"Senorita de Pico?'* said the Commandant. 
" Strange! If she desired to see me why did she 
not send for me then? I would have attended her 
gladly. Ask her to do me the honour to enter, man." 

As the soldier departed, Ramon spoke. 

"What do I desire. General? This is it — ^Donna 
Quera comes by my request. I have asked her here 
in order that you might ask her to examine this 
MacAlpine." 

"Impossible!** 

" Not so. I desire her to look at him ; to talk to 
him, perhaps. She only, of any of us in Saltillo, 
has known Americans. Do they not say she was 
once the betrothed of one? She can tell us if this 
accursed MacAlpine is an American.*' 

" Ah, truly.** 

There was a light but deliberate step, and the 
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rustle of a woman's dress. " Good-morning, gen- 
tlemen." The voice was low and soft. 

" We are at your feet, senorita. I pray you to 
seat yourself." 

I held my breath. The only seat In the patio was 
the one where I was sitting concealed. I braced 
myself for the biting comment of Don Ramon, for 
the quarrel he would undoubtedly fasten upon me. 

But the deliberate step moved away from me — 
toward the momlng-room. 

"If you please, General, the air is cooler here. 
How can I serve you? Have I come to take part 
in a councll-of-war? " 

I peered out and saw the two men following a 
graceful woman of middle-age, whose smooth neck 
and straight back proclaimed her still beautiful. 

As they clustered about the entrance of the morn- 
ing-room, the backs of all were toward me. 

I slipped stealthily from the shadow of the palm 
and, keeping it between me and the others, reached 
an opposite corridor unobserved. 

" So that's my father's old flame," I mused. 
** Come to see if I'm an American ? Pleasant pros- 
pect for me! It's lucky, though, that the governor 
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and I don't look alike. I wonder if she still has the 
title-deeds, — perhaps she doesn't even remember 
who Major Grant was/' 

As if my situation were not already perilous 
enough, here was this new danger confronting me. 
To pass muster before a woman of the world was 
a different matter from deceiving a lot of provin- 
cials. I wondered how long it would take Donna 
Quera to see through my disguise. 

A mood of reckless gaiety came over me with re- 
doubled force. 

"Devil take it!" I muttered aloud. "Til go 
make love to Donna Mercedes, if it's for the last 
time." 

Stepping out of the sort of hatch that led from 
the stairway, I almost ran into the subject of my 
thoughts. 

"Devil take what, Captain MacAlpine?'* she 
cried gaily. **You said the rest so low I did not 
hear what he was to take. I am afraid you are 
very wicked, aefior.^* 

"I am, unless you're near me." 

" Ah ! Am I a nun to make you remember your 
prayers ? See, I have escaped from the Mother Su- 
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perior. Sefiora Casata could not follow both of us, 
so she went with Inez — one of the oflScers is with 
her.'' 

She plucked a handful of tiny bells from a yucca 
plant, and tossed them from one hand to the other. 
I had never seen her in so gay a mood. 

"May I beg a flower from your hands, seflO' 
rifaf '' 

"A dozen, Captain MacAlpine. But will I give 
them? No, I will hurl them.'" She flung a little 
shower of the white blossoms about me. 

^^ SenoritOj^^ I said, "beware what you do. In 
my country, a man challenged in that way must 
return the attack." 

"Ah! How then?" 

" So," I answered, and leaned toward her signifi- 
cantly. 

She spmng back laughing. "I defy you," she 
said, and hurled half a dozen petals full in my face. 

I leaped toward her, but she was gone down the 
stairway in an instant. Her roguish laugh lured 
me around a comer. I ran after. 

At the foot of the staircase, another shower of 
petals greeted me. I was determined to have my 
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revenge in proper fashion, and, heedless of all else, 
I pursued her along the corridor into the patio. 
She was retreating backwiard. 

"There!'* she laughed, tossing me a blossom, 
" No, no, ^enor, it is not so easy a thing. There ! 
and there!'* 

" You shall pay for this ! " I cried, and followed 
her headlong into the morning-room. 

I was suddenly aware of Father Terentius' half- 
scandalised stare; of Don Ramon «Valdez's face dis- 
torted with rage; and of Donna Quera de Pico's 
dark eyes fixed upon me with a look half-curious, 
half-bewildered. 



EX 
The Case With the Gold Thistles 

Don Ramon was the first to speak. He came close 
to me, twisting his moustache. 

"Ha! Captain MacAlpine, a pretty bombard- 
ment, truly." 

*' Truly,'^ I responded. " The sweetest a soldier 
ever suffered." 

** Possible? You ply your siege boldly, senor,^* 

" And why not, Colonel Valdez ? " 

"Why not, say you?" he bit his lip. "Because 
sometimes an enemy from without is strong enough 
to raise the siege. More than one besieger has been 
caught so." 

" I have seen no enemy worthy of notice," I re- 
torted. " Certainly none to disturb a besieging 
force in the least." 

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Donna 
Mercedes' frightened face, and by her side Senorita 
de Pico watching me earnestly. I even fancied I 
could detect approval in her glance. 
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Ramon felt himself baffled on his own ground. 
The man's innate savagery showed at once. His 
sneering contempt changed to open violence. 

" Captain MacAlpine,'' he snarled, " in our coun- 
try we think all foreigners pigs.'* 

"Then why mingle with them like brothers?" I 
responded pleasantly. 

The Mexican was puzzled. "Pigs!" he repeated 
harshly, and turned toward the doorway. 

I let him go a step or two, then whistled sharply, 
as one whistles to a dog. 

The effect was instant. Ramon whirled about, his 
teeth gleaming wickedly under his moustache. 

"You dare! A Valdez to be summoned like a 
cur! My sword ^^ 

He snatched it from a side table where it lay, and 
advanced upon me. I twitched forward my sword- 
hilt; but Father Terentius was between us. He 
stretched his arm commandingly toward Ramon. 

'* Enough ! ^ he said. " You forget yourself, 
senor. Remember in whose presence you are. Would 
you play the bravo before ladies and Holy Church? " 

For a moment Ramon faced him scowling. Then, 
whether from a change in his savage impulses, or 
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because he thought the time was not yet ripe, he 
snapped his drawn sabre back into its scabbard. 

Without a word he strode across the patio toward 
the o£Sces of the General's staff. 

Donna Mercedes touched my arm. "iS^ilor," she 
said gratefully, " you are very patient. I thank 
you.'* 

" It IS easy to be patient for you, senorita.** 

" I wish there had been no one in the room," she 
eaid. 

** I would give a finger if there hadn't," I asserted. 

"You do not understand. I would have hidden 
where you could not have found me." 

"Not in this room." 

"Yes. Do you see that line on the wall? There 
is a cabinet there. Very few know of it." 

" Oh, one who seeks with all his heart would have 
soon found you." 

*' Ah, that is too pretty for an Englishman," she 
laughed. "Is it not so. Donna Quera? Your par- 
don ! Donna Quera de Pico, may you know Captain 
MacAlpine, of the British Royal Staff." She 
mimicked my own poor imitation of MacAlpine's 
drawL 
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I bowed low to Donna Quera. 

" Captain MacAIpine," she said, *^ we in Saltillo 
have already heard much of you." 

I was on my guard. " Honoured, Pm sure, seHa- 
rita. Delighted, really. Didn't know I was famous.'' 

I could feel her eyes studying me. Then she bent 
her head, ever so slightly, as if to hear more dis- 
tinctly. I thought she must be a little deaf. 

"Yes, you are truly famous,'' she answered. 
" Did you not rescue Mercedes and Inez from the 
guerrilla. Grant?" 

*' It was nothing, senorita.** 

** Nothing? Nothing to bind and gag the terrible 
American? Then what would be hard for you?" 
She eyed me intently. Did she already suspect 
me? I made a bold move. 

*^ He was unarmed," I answered. ** Besides, I 
think he is not so hardy a cavalier as I have heard 
his father was." 

"His father?" 

" I am told you knew this Captain Grant's father, 
senoritaJ'* 

She was visibly affected. "What do you say? 
Sancta Maria ! Can it be that this guerrilla is really 
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a son of him I knew?'' She looked at the priest. 
" You have heard of this, father? " 

*'Yes, my daughter. Senor Gomez believes the 
Captain Grant is veritably a son of him who ^" 

"I know — ^I know," she interrupted. "It is an 

old story, of long ago. Captain MacAlpine, 

who told you that I once knew this American's 

father? " 

" Sefloritay** I answered, " are you the only Donna 

Quera de Pico in Saltillo ? " 

"Yes. The only one in all Mexico, perhaps. 
Why not? " 

" I have a message for you, then, from this Cap- 
tain Grant." 

"For me? Impossible." 

"I spent an hour in the American's camp. He 
talked to me freely. He told me I might meet 
Senorita de Pico in Saltillo, and if I did, he asked 
me to deliver a message to her from his father." 

"Ah! He said ^" 

"I am trying to remember. It was something 
that had no meaning for me. Oh, I have it. * Tell 
Senorita de Pico,' he said, * if there still is a Senorita 
de Pico, that he who gave her the case with the gold 
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thistles, often thinks of the day the red oleander was 
trampled.' " 

" Sancta Maria ! '' It was a cry of real pain. 
She put her hand uncertainly to her throat. 

" The case with the gold thistles — ^the day the 
oleander was trampled," she repeated in a low voice. 
** How long ago it was! How long! Yet it seems 
but yesterday." 

Looking up she seemed to realise our curious 
glances. Her hand dropped from her throat, and 
' she turned toward me haughtily. *^ Captain Mac- 
Alpine, we old women live in dreams of the past. 
But what does it matter if I knew all the fathers of 
all the American bandits? " 

"Really," I spoke in my dfensest manner, "I 
don't know, I'm sure." 

She moved away a little with Father Terentius, 
and began an eatnest conversation. Donna Mer- 
cedes and I drew aside in our turn. 

" Ah, you have touched Donna Quera on an open 
wound. Captain MacAlpine." 

" An open wound, after all these years ? The 
father of this American must have been an attractive 
cavalier." 



162 THE ELEVENTH HOUR 

** SeftoTy they say it is so, indeed. My father re- 
members well the duel between Colonel Gbmez and 
the Major Grant — ^many years ago. They fought 
over Donna Quera, and the American won. She 
was very beautiful then." 

I glanced toward Senorita de Pico. Her smooth 
face was lifted rather pathetically to the priest. 

** She is beautiful yet, I think.*' 

" Truly, she is ; and very gentle, also. But, years 
ago, they say her temper was like an Indian's, 
quick and high. The American and she were be- 
trothed, with the consent of all. But they quar- 
relled. It is said the quarrel came through fault of 
her own, and she has never ceased to repent it." 

*^ I hope I have not offended her by repeating 
what the American said." 

" I know you have not ! She is most kind to all 
now, and I think she longs always to learn some- 
thing of the cavalier she loved. How strange that 
the Captain Grant should talk to you of her." 

"In war-time, seflorita, friendships are soon 
made.'^ 

My tone was significant, and her eyes fell before 
mine. 
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" Such friendships cannot last, senor. A friend- 
ship made so hastily cannot be faithful." 

"It is often the truest," I answered. "Donna 
Mercedes, is it true what is told about the Com- 
mandancia, that you are promised in marriage to 
Don Ramon Valdez?" 

She looked up at me, half-startled, half-roguish. 

"And if it is true, what then. Captain MacAl- 
pine? Will you say in your deep voice, very sternly: 
*0h! devil take it?'" 

" I shall indeed ! " I said. " And I wish I had not 
been so patient with Don Ramon just now.^* 

Donna Inez burst in upon us from the patio, 
young Luis Garcia and the duenna at her 
heels. 

"Mercedes! What do you think? There is to 
be a fiesta — on Santa Anna's name-day. The Gen- 
eral has just proclaimed it. Will it not be fun? 
What shall you wear? " 

''Apsta, little one?" 

" Yes, only think of it ! And, Mercedes, I believe 
I shall wear my new mantilla, for only the men are 
allowed to be masked. How ridiculous!" She 
pouted prettily. " Senora Casata says it is not be- 
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coming for young girls to go masked. I don't see 
why! It IS the men who ought to be refused per- 
mission, but, of course, the men have the best of 
everything! They are to dress as they like, except, 
as always, not as priests.'* 

"Why not as priests? '' I asked. 

" The law forbids it in Mexico,'' explained Father 
Terentius. " A most excellent law, also. The garb 

of Holy Church ought not to be used to hide 

ah •" 

" To hide the flirtations of the fiesta, father," 
said Don Luis. "Is it not so? Donna Mercedes, 
I beg the favour of you to allow me to accompany, 
you in the carnival, to-morrow night, senoritaf 
Perhaps Donna Inez will permit Captain MacAl- 
pine ^^ 

" If she'll do me the honour," I murmured. 

"And, father, you and Senora Casata will keep 
us within bounds, perhaps." 

"But be careful, father," I added, "that the 
garb of Holy Church is not used to hide unholy 
flirtations." 

Senorita de Pico and the priest smiled kindly at 
our badinage. It seemed to me that the senoritd*8 
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eyes lingered a little upon me, but my glance sought 
the eyes of another with far more interest. 

At the moment, I was leaning carelessly against 
a screen of native grasswork, at the right of the 
doorway, as one might look in from the patio. I 
faced Mercedes, my back toward the doorway, with 
Senorita de Pico and the priest a little to my right. 
, Between us and the door, young Garcia, Inez and 
Senora Casata blocked the line of sight. 

My mind was as unconscious of danger as if I had 
been safe in my northern home, chatting with life- 
long friends. My bold reference to Captain Grant 
had effectually diverted the suspicions of Donna 
Quera. I vow for the moment I was wholly at my 
ease, engrossed only in the blue eyes of Mercedes 
Sandoval. 

Then, as Mercedes opened her lips to make some 
laughing remark, a drawling voice spoke in English 
from the patio. 

" Good-morning. I beg pardon, but which way 
are General Sandoval's oflSces ? I'm looking for him, 
particularly." 

I stood turned to stone. The mine had exploded 
at last. 
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What Captain MacAlfine Saw 

The others turned toward the doorway. I held 
myself rigidly composed, my back to the drawling 
voice. 

** I am looking for the offices of the Commandant," 
it repeated in Spanish. 

** To your left, zerior^^ said young Garcia. " The 
General was there but a moment since. Permit me, 
I am one of his aides. I will show you." 

" PU go with you," cried Donna Inez. 

I heard their footsteps moving away. *'In this 
direction, seflory^ said Luis. 

I turned my head. Captain MacAlpine, arrayed 
in my uniform, much the worse for wear, was follow- 
ing Inez and Garcia across the patio. A grotesque 
figure slipped after them, as if desirous of escaping 
general notice. I needed no second glance at that 
squat body and shaggy hair. It was Jose, our 
dumb peon ; Padre Leproso, the robber priest. 

166 
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"What a strange-looking man the tall one is,'* 
said Donna Mercedes. 

** Very ! '' responded Father Terentius drily. 

**And he spoke English; his voice sounded much 
like yours, Captain MacAlpine. Could he be a 
countryman of yours ? " 

To save my life I could not force my tongue to 
move. But she did not wait for an answer. 

" I wonder who he is. Ah ! '' she clapped her 
hands. " I believe it was the American soldier, the 
man who struck you, sefLoVy and was to be pun- 
ished.'* 

"Perhaps," I said. My voice sounded choked. 

**Y(es, yes, it was he. And the ugly peon is the 
one we saw in the Americans' camp. He tried to 
beg from you, father. Do you not remember? " 

The priest looked at me. I could not meet his 
eye. 

** I remember, daughter," he said. " I do not 
think he was begging." 

"Perhaps they are prisoners," suggested Donna 
Quera. She, too, eyed me closely. "What think 
you. Captain MacAlpine? Unless he were a pris- 
oner, no American would dare to venture here." 
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*' It may be," I answered huskily. 

A hubbub' arose across the patio. There was the 
sound of excited voices — the crash of an overturned 
chair. Footsteps came running along the corridor. 

Involuntarily I recoiled a step, and my hand 
strayed to my useless belt. I had left my pistols In 
my room. 

I felt rather than saw Father Terentlus touch 
Mercedes' arm, and glance toward me. The girl 
looked from one to the other, uncomprehending. 

It was only the little Inez who burst into the 
room, 

" Oh, Mercedes ! '' she cried. " Ah, Captain Mac- 
Alpine — ^the strangest thing. The man there says 
he Is you, and you are the dreadful American chief, 
Grant. The poor fellow must be mad. He says 
you aren't you ; but he Is ! They are all very much 
excited about It. Don Ramon says you are a spy. 
How silly! I saw Captain Grant, myself, and so 
I told them." 

She ran out, chattering as she ran. 

r faced Mercedes. Her blue eyes were burning 
upon me, but I confronted them steadily. All my 
coolness had returned. 
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"You?" she said excitedly. "Can it be — are 
you ^" 

" Yes," I answered. " I am Captain Grant." 

" I knew it," muttered Donna Quera. " You have 
his voice." 

Mercedes shrank from me. " Then — you — are a 

spy." 

"No!" 

"You are a spy," she repeated. She grew very 
pale. " All you have said and done here has been a 
Ke." 

" No ! Pm as good as dead — flying can't help 
me now — ^I am not a spy." 

Her eyes never left me. " Then — ^why are you 
here?" 

Often since that hour, I have regretted — ^with 

what bitterness cannot be told — that I did not answer 

with the whole truth; that I did not tell her the 

real reason why I had accompanied her from my 

camp, disguised as the British captain. It seems to 

me now that she would have believed me. But then, 

in my blind folly, I thought the truth would seem 

to her worse than absurd; the last resort of a 
trapped adventurer. 
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So I answered with but a fraction of the truth; 
my words came tense and hurried. 

" Donna Mercedes, my father is an old man with 
but little means. Years ago, he gave the deeds of 
his estates in the North to a woman. He has always 
been too proud to ask them back. I came to Sal- 
tillo because the one who has the deeds lives here. 
Sefiorita de Pico knows who that one is." 

** Sancta Maria ! " The low cry of Donna Quera 
thrilled me. 

"By Heavens, boy!*' exclaimed Father Teren- 
tius in English, " I begin to feel sorry for you." 

Mercedes put her hand to her breast. ** Is this 
true?" 

*' It is true," I said. 

Her eyes wavered. " Oh ! if but to gain — ^money, 
you had not mocked me! How could you? " 

"I swear by the Mother of God ^* 

A stem command broke the ominous stillness 
that had wrapped the other side of the patio. From 
the direction of the guardroom many heavy feet 
sounded along the corridor. 

But ahead of them Donna Inez came, gasping. 
"Oh, Captain MacAlpine, fly! Fly! They will 
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kill you. Don Ramon is raving — and that dreadful 
dwarf. Fly! " 

"Whither?" I said. "I might as well fight it 
out here.'' • I clapped my hand to my belt. " With 
a sword," I scofi^ed. " With a piece of tin ! " 

Mercedes had vanished through a side door. 

" If I were twfenty years younger," said Father 
Terentius, " Td help ye." 

Donna Quera clasped her hands ; the lines of her 
fine face showed drawn. " Can nothing be done.'^ " 
she said. " His son ^" 

" Here ! " said Mercedes' voice behind me. *' Take 
this ! " She thrust a Mttle silver-mounted pistol into 
my hand. " Up the stairway to the roof, for 
the love of Heaven. Oh, fight them! Fight 
them ! " 

The hurried tramp of many feet sounded close at 
hand. 

" Mercedes," I said^ " Fll die with you in my 
heart." 

" Come out, American," called a sneering voice 
from the corridor. " Come out, spy ! Are you 
afraid to die? " 

I sprang into the patio. A yell went up, and a 
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dozen men, Ramon and Leproso at their head, ran 
toward me. 

"Damn you," I jeered. "Mexican rats! Come 
on!'^ 

My name was a terror throughout that province. 
They may have thought, also, that the single- 
barrelled toy I brandished was one of my own 
revolvers. For a moment they halted. 

I turned and bounded across the patio into the 
long corridor. The whole pack came after in full 
cry. One or two shots were fired, but went wide. 

I ran down the corridor and bounded up the wind- 
ing staircase to the roof. 

At that point several quaint flower-vases, half 
as high as a man, made a bower of the flat 
surface. 

I seized one of the vases, and as Padre Leproso 
rushed up the staircase, flung it full upon him. He 
went headlong down before it. Vase and man fell 
together, one hardly more grotesque than the other 
as they hurtled from step to step. 

I cocked Mercedes' pistol. If only the next man 
were Ramon, he would come on to certain death. 

It was a gigantic Mexican carabinero who leaped 



THE ELEVENTH HOUR 173 

around the bend of the stairway. He tossed his 
musket to his shoulder. At the motion, I shot the 
poor devil through the head. He fell, a crumpled 
heap against the wall, his weapon slipping from his 
grasp. 

Sabre in hand, I sprang down the stairs a step or 
two, and was bending over to clutch the loaded 
musket, when it was snatched away from below. 
Don Ramon confronted me, his sword raised. 

** Death to you," he snarled. 

I avoided his first furious blow; but this was no 
time for fencing; the men behind had firearms. 

I lunged at his throat, and, as he turned the pass, 
I followed in and struck him with my left fist on 
the point of the jaw. 

He staggered and wouldl liave fallen. Padre 
Leproso caught him from behind, and, holding him 
with one arm, discharged a pistol into my shoulder. 
I knew I was badly hurt; but, grinding my teeth, 
I slashed the spy's grinning face from temple to 
chin. His whole cheek went crimson. Uttering a 
harsh scream, he dropped Ramon and stood sway- 
ing. I would have given all but my life to have 
struck him fair again ; but there was no time. 
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I fled back up the staircase* AppaUed by 
the disabling of their leader^ the others hung 
back. 

My shoulder hurt horribly. The blood was slowly 
dyeing my scarlet coat a duller hue. I felt myself 
growing faint. If only there were some place to 
hide — ^but I was alone in a hostile house. At any 
rate, I would fight to the last. 

I stumbled to the outer edge of the roof and peered 
over into the street. A line of troopers, with Don 
Luis Garcia in command, stretched the entire length 
of the building. Besides, I was twenty-five feet from 
the ground. 

I staggered back. Cries of confusion and doubt 
still came from the bend of the stair. I got to the 
inner side of the roof, and looked down into the 
patio. 

Mercedes, Donna Quera and Father Terentius 
were clustered about the doorway of the morning- 
room, staring in the direction of the turmoil. I 
could see Mercedes' eyes, big with horror, and Donna 
Quera's clasped hands. The priest was silently 
telling his beads. No one else was in sight. 

If I could gain the patio, I might yet escape 
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death for a moment or two. But to drop on that 
paved floor was as certain injury as to drop in the 
street. A pile of sand caught my eye. It had been 
brought in to renew the soil about the palms and 
flowers, and left by the careless peons. 

I swung myself over the edge, hung from the 
tiles with one hand, and dropped twenty-five feet 
into the sandpile. The jar was slight, but in my 
already exhausted condition, it took almost my 
last bit of strength. I barely managed to regain 
my feet. I was quite lightheaded, and felt genuine 
amusement at my deplorable situation. 

I tottered toward the horror-struck group in the 
morning-room. They fell back before me, as if 
before a ghost. 

**Pve come back, you see," I said weakly* 
** Turned up like a bad penny. I hope none of you 
will shoot me. Leave that for Ramon.** 

" Mother of God ! " whispered Mercedes. 
** Mother of Grod!'* She stared at me, her lips 
parted. 

** Sorry not to be more decent," I went on. " I 
must sit down, really." 

Leaning on the table, I was lowering myself with 
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elaborate care to the floor, when all three laid hold 
of me at once. 

" Me boy,'* said the priest. " Me boy ! '* 

Together they let me sink gently down. I col- 
lapsed under the table. 

"Thanks,'* I muttered. !A! recollection of the 
real MacAlpine crept into my disordered brain. 
" Awfully sorry to cut up such a row, you know- 
really." 

The place went black before my eyes. I settled 
heavily against the wall. I was not unconscious, 
but completely exhausted with pain and loss of 
blood. 

*^ The boy shall not be assassinated," said Donna 
Quera. 

** No, no, no ! " whispered Mercedes. " Mother 
of God ! What shall we do? " 

The priest spoke from the doorway. " Silence ! 
The General, and the British officer." 

The commandant's quick. step sounded without. 
*^Ah, ha!" he cried. **The American spy will 
mock us no more." 

Mercedes answered him. ** Are you — is he dead? •* 

"Not yet, but we will soon have him. He is 
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hiding somewhere about the corridors. A devil, 
a perfect devil! He has spoiled ^Leproso's beauty 
forever* And Ramon, ha! his jaw is almost 
broken." 

The drawling voice of MacAlpine interrupted 
him. "Beastly business. A hundred men to one 
wounded deviL It isn't sport.*' 

*^A spy, a cursed spy! " cried the General. 
** Come, sir. We must do our duty.*' 

Their footsteps died across the patio. 

Donna Quera was pressing Mercedes' hand, and 
looking at her strangely. 

"Would you see him slain before your eyes?" she 
asked. 

"No, no. No, no! It is horrible!" 

"You only can save him, girl." 

"I?" 

" Yes, yes. Does not your apartment lie through 
that door? "- 

" Yes." 

" We will carry him thjither. No one will dream 
of looking there." 

Mercedes shrank back, all the soul of the convent- 
bred girl in arms. 
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" Impossible ! "' she breathed. " A man in my 
private rooms? No, no.'* 

*^A strange man, no — ^but your husband, yes.** 

The girl stared at her. "My husband?" 

" Ah, yes, your husband ! Father Terentius can 
marry you a moment after we have borne him to 
your chamber." 

Mercedes covered her face with her hands. 
" Sancta Maria," she said. "Mother of Heaven! 
I cannot." 

Donna Quera leaned close to her. "You can. 
iGrirl, will you let him die? " 

I found my tongue at last. "No," I muttered 
thickly. " She shan't — for me. I'm not afraid to 
die — always expected to be killed sometime." 

Mercedes uncovered her face — -her cheekis went 
from white to red, and her eyes were luminous. 
" You see? " she said. " He does not wish it ! " 

Donna Quera bent over me, to my very ear. " Do 
you not see the girl is mad for love of you?" she 
whispered. "Would you shame her forever?" She 
whirled on Mercedes. " He does wish it — ^with pas- 
sion! Marry him, and give him this on your 
wedding night, if he lives to see it." 
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With a quick motion, she unfastened her bodice 
at the throat, and slipped something from her neck. 
It was a faded leather case, marked with thistles 
of raised gold. She held it out to Mercedes. 

The girl looked down at me. " Do you — ^wish 
this?" 

As in a dream I could only stare from one 
to the other. Mercedes slipped the case into 
her bosom. 

*' I consent,^' she said. 

"Father! quickly!" cried Donna Quera. 

The old priest sprang to aid the two women as 
they strove to lift me. All at once he stopped, lis- 
tening. 

" Too late," he said. " They are here. He is 
lost." 

**Not yet," muttered Mercedes. 

She took Donna Quera and the priest by the arm, 
and wheeled them about. The three filled the door- 
way from side to side. From the height of their 
shoulders to the floor not a ray of light came 
through. 

There was the sound of numerous footsteps, then 
the sneering voice of Don Ramon. 
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"The accursed American must be somewhere 
about here — ^we have searched every other place." 

Mercedes answered him cahnly. I was too faint 
to marvel at her self-control. 

"Here? Impossible! He has not passed here." 

"Ah! But would you not have closed your eyes, 
if he had passed, sefloritaf** 

"What mean you? I am a Mexican! I would 
give up a spy at once, even if he were my father's 
guest." 

**But suppose he were also a lover, Donna Mer- 
cedes? " 

*' You talk strangely, seflor. The American's fist 
has shaken your brain." 

"A thousand devils!" cried the other. "I will 
put my dagger in his heart for that blow. But 
you, seflorita — ^think you I have been blind? The 
spy has been your acknowledged lover for days. 
Perhaps, even now, he is hidden in your apart- 
ments." 

** Se^or! You insult me. My father shall hear 
of your words." 

"Your father? Bah! I ^" 

MacAlpine's voice interrupted the furious Mexi- 
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can. " Go slow, my dear chap. This is a lady, you 
know." 

** S&nxyry^ said Mercedes proudly, ** I thank you. 
You, at least, are an honourable cavalier. Colonel 
Valdez forgets himself unpardonably. To save the 
Senorita de Pico and myself more of this, I will give 
my word of honour that — the — the Captain Grant 
is not in my apartments. Will that suffice?" 

"I'm sure it will," said the Englishman. "Yes, 
it shall now, my dear fellow! She gives her word 
of honour." 

When the skirts of the women and the priest had 
blocked the doorway, I had struggled to my knees 
with infinite caution and pain. I might crawl from 
under the table and, perhaps, win to the side door at 
the right without detection. Beyond that lay the 
private rooms of Mercedes. 

But my right arm was useless — ^it crumpled be- 
neath me at my first movement. I nearly fainted 
from the pain. It was impossible for me to crawl 
to the right. 

To the left, past the doorway, but out of sight 
of my enemies as they stood in the patio, the door 
of the cabinet in the wall was hardly visible to the 
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sharpest eye. If they searched the room, the cab- 
inet might be overlooked. 

I began to crawl toward it an inch at a time. 

'*A woman's word of honour," sneered Ramon. 
"What is that? No, no. Let her swear by her 
dead mother that the spy is not in her chamber." 

"I swear — ^by my dead mother." 

*• A thousand devils ! " cried Ramon. " Where can 
he have flown? To join his fellow devils, without 
doubt! Come, Leproso. Come, Captain. He can- 
not be far off." 

A grating voice answered. •^ The American may 
not be in the seflorita's rooms ; but this place, is it 
part of them? " 

I had almost reached the cabinet. 

" Ha ! my little Jose," exclaimed Ramon. " Well 
said ! This room is not part of the Seiiorita Sando- 
val's quarters. Permit me to enter, aefloritm. It is 
necessary to search here." 

** Senor Valdez," she answered, " twice you have 
insulted me to-day. I loathe you too much to yield 
to you more. I will not allow you to enter ! " 

I opened the door of the cabinet and began to 
drag myself in. 
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** Out of my way, senorita! '* exclaimed Ramon. 

He must have laid hold of her, for I heard a quick 
gasp, and MacAlpine spoke sternly. "Hands off! 
You mustn't hurt a woman. It won't do.'^ 

" Then let her stand aside," snarled the Mexican. 

Mercedes had been talking to gain time. Some- 
how — ^by a woman's wonderful sixth sense — she had 
been aware of my progress toward the cabinet, had 
heard the sound, inaudible to any ear but hers, of 
my wounded body dragging across the room. 

" Seiior MacAlpine," she said, " this man is ca- 
naille. I will not let him enter, though he kill me. 
But you, senor — ^you who are a true cavalier — ^you 
may enter, if you will." 

Ramon laughed hoarsely. "Ah, so? I under- 
stand you! No matter. We shall tame you before 
long, my pretty lady. Go you in, Captain Mac- 
Alpine, we must humour our pretty bird; go you 
in, and search well ! " 

I was inside the cabinet — the door swimg behind 
me. 

I heard the Englishman's heavy tread. ^* SenO' 
rifay^* he said, "I don't like this sort of thing. 
Searching other people's rooms is beastly business. 
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Only do it to save worse. There's nobody here, Don 
Ramon. The place is as bare as a bam. Quite ab- 
surd, of course." 

"Look in the cabinet," ordered Valdez from the 
doorway, 

** Don't see any, my dear fellow." 

** It is on the left," directed the other, " Set in 
the wall" 

** Oh, I see." MacAlpine's footsteps moved slowly 
toward my hiding-place. 

"Draw your sword, sefior^^^ cried Ramon. **He 
is a desperate man." 

** Well, there you are ! " I heard him unsheathe 
his sabre, muttering sullenly to himself as he drew 
near. ** Beastly business. Don't like secret 
cabinets." 

The door, behind which I was crouching, swung 
sharply open. The last item of my strength went 
from me. I stared helplessly up into the eyes of 
Captain MacAIpine. 

** SenorJ^* demanded Ramon, impatiently. "What 
see you? " 

** Don't see anything, my dear fellow," drawled 
the Englishman. He shut the door softly upon me. 



XI 

Wheeein I am at a Lady's Feet 

I MUST have fainted, for when I next opened my 
eyes I was lying on a couch in a strange room, the 
room of Mercedes. 

My shoulder had been washed and the woimd 
neatly bandaged, but my mind was still in a haze. 
My head felt wonderfully heavy, as if for want of 
sleep. I saw that Donna Quera and Father Teren- 
tius were standing in front of the couch, and that 
Mercedes was kneeling beside me, her hand clasped 
in mine. 

As I raised my head a little, the priest began to 
recite something in a hurried voice. It seemed to 
me that he must be saying a prayer for the dying, 
and yet I felt neither pain nor fear. Mercedes' 
face was very pale. Her eyes were a deep blue. 

I vaguely understood that something momentous 
was happening, but I was too languid to ask what 
it was. When the old priest paused and looked at 
me, I nodded at him with a sense of sleepy comfort. 

1S3 
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He said a few words more in a solemii voice, and 
then made the sign of the cross over our heads; 
Mercedes' hand stirred in mine. Then Donna 
Quera kissed the girl passionately on both cheeks. 
The girl began to sob very quietly. I was so oc- 
cupied in wondering why she should cry, that I 
did not notice the others as they slipped softly from 
the room. 

** Don't cry," I said. ** Is anything the mat- 
ter?'' 

Mercedes put her other hand on mine and looked 
at me. ** I — ^am afraid," she whispered. 

"Afraid? Of what?" 

** Ah, senoTy I do not know. Perhaps of you." 

"Not of me, surely! You need not be afraid of 
me, sefiorifa.*' ^ 

Her eyes widened. ** Seftorital** she repeated 
in a thrilling tone, " No — se flora I " 

**Sefloraf** I said wonderingly, and fell fast 
asleep. 

When I awoke it was night. The long sleep had 
restored my mind's equilibrium. Even before I sat 
up, I imderstood all that had happened. My 
shoulder was very stiff, and the arm throbbed in 
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spite of the supporting sling, but I felt as strong 
as ever. 

Mercedes sat by a low table. A swinging lamp 
just over her head lighted the room dimly. I 
noticed that the curtains were carefully drawn 
across the barred windows. 

The long hours had wrought a transformation in 
the girl. As I rose, she turned her head quickly 
toward me. Her eyes were no longer wide ; they had 
not the same light in them that I had taken into my 
dreams.^ The hours that for me had been a time 
of healing, for her had been a period of bitter 
thought and shamed realisation. 

*' Mercedes ! '* I said, and moved toward her. 

She made no answering movement. *' Senor^^ she 
said dispassionately, "you are better?" 

Her tone, and still more her manner, chilled me. 
For a moment I stood amazed. 

"I fainted from loss of blood,'' I answered at 
last. ** It is evidently nothing more than a flesh- 
wound.'^ She only gazed up at me, a strange light 
in her eyes. **May I sit down?'* I ventured. 

"Why not? Truly." 

I seated myself on a little bench at her feet. Her 
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coldness, her utter indifference, held me stupefied. I 
stared about the room, then back at her. 

" How did you get me here? " I asked. 

** The father and Donna Quera and I carried you. 
Ah, that English officer, was he not magnanimous? " 

"I can't say what I think. I hope I'll get a 
chance to help him some day. He closed the door 
without telling Ramon I was there, didn't he?'^ 

"Yes! Then all the others went to spread the 
alarm in the town. They thought you must have 
escaped into the streets by a miracle." 

" You have some of my blood on your mantilla,'* 
I said gravely. " You have done much for me." 

Her eyes sought the ring of light beneath the 
lamp. The mantilla, thrown carelessly on the table, 
showed a dark stain here and there. She averted 
her glance with a certain impatience. 

"It is no matter! Inez came in upon us while 
we were helping you." 

"Inez?" 

" She was very brave and did not scream, but I 
sent her away, for she was too frightened to be of 
any use to us. She promised most faithfully to 
tell no one that you were here." 
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"Mercedes," I said, "what can I say to you?" 

She clasped her hands in her lap, and again the 
odd light shonte in her eyes. ** Say to me, seflor? ** 

" You saved my life — ^but you have sacrificed 
your own." 

" It might not have been a sacrifice, if — ^if it had 
not been as it was.'* 

" I don't understand." 

The girl rose abruptly, her breast heaving. She 

struck her clenched hand passionately on the 
table. 

** You do understand," she said. " Oh, that I 
should have let myself be sold ! " 

I could only stare. She went on with increasing 
vehemence. "It is dreadful to be married to a 
stranger — an American — to an enemy. But to be 
married for what I bring; Mother of Heaven, it is 
horrible ! "" 

" For what you bring? " I repeated in dull won- 
der. 

" It is horrible ! " 

** Senora,** I said deliberately, "I have been in 
four pitched battles and nearly twenty skirmishes— 
a dozen personal encounters besides. I do not fear 
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death, thank God! I could die this moment; I 
should not be afraid. By marrying me you brought 
me life, it is true, but I did not marry you for that. 
If you believe I did, take that dagger on your table 
there, and thrust it through me." 

" No, senoVy* she said, " I know you did not 
marry me to save your life. To look at you is 
enough — it is clear that you are not afraid. If 
only that were all ! " 

" All ! " I cried hotly. " What else is there? You 
wither me with scorn, Mercedes, without any 



reason." 



"Without reason? You refuse to marry me, and 
then consent — in one little breath. Is not that a 
reason? You did not desire it, you did not desire 
me^ but how soon you changed when you saw the 
case with the gold thistles ! " 

" What ! " 

"Ah, yes. Did not you yourself confess to me 
that you came to Mexico to seek your fortune? 
When you saw Donna Quera give me the case I 
knew then I was to be wed for the gift I was to 
bring you. But the sight of you, in blood, drove 
me mad. I could not see you die. I let myself be 
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sold." She beat her little hand again and again on 
the table. " I swear, by the Mother of Heaven, you 
shall never have the papers.^' 

I stared at her without speaking — stared so long 
that she grew uneasy. She repeated again : " By 
the Mother of Heaven, I will never give you the 
papers." 

Then at last I burst into laughter, bitter laugh- 
ter, that I checked only when a shadow, already 
several times silhouetted on the window-curtain, 
paused there for a moment. 

My laughter was not good to hear, for the ^A 
turned deadly pale. Her eyes lost something of 
their scornful look, and met mine uncertainly. 

*' Can you laugh? " she said. 

I rose to my full height, and bowed to her iron- 
ically. " Senorita Sandoval, I am at your feet. I 
humbly wish you good-night." 

I left her, leaning on her clenched hand, the 
anger in her eyes mixed with wonder. 

Drawing aside the latticed screen, I entered the 
adjoining apartment. This was as dimly lighted 
as the other, but I saw I was in Mercedes' living- 
room. My revolvers and cartridge-belt lay across 
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a chair. I buckled them on with a prayer of thanks- 
giving. 

The thoughtful priest who had remembered to 
secure my weapons had also left me something even 
more valuable — the gown and cowl of a Dominican 
monk. I was resolved to leave Mercedes' apart- 
ments at all hazards ; the disguise of a priest would 
give me some chance of escape. 

There was no sound from the other room. Per- 
haps Mercedes was still staring after me; or had 
sunk into her chair to fan the flame of her wrath. 
I realised that she and I were husband and wife, 
but the fact meant nothing to me. I writhed under 
her intolerable contempt. 

As I slipped on the monk's gown and drew the 
cowl over my head^ there came a light tap at the 
outer door. Before I could move, it was opened, 
and Inez Mercado stole into the room. 

At sight of me she recoiled with a half-stifled 
cry. 

"Oh, Father Terentius, is it you?" she said, be- 
ginning to sob. "I thought it was that dreadful 
dVarf again. I have come to warn them.'' She 
pointed toward the inner room, and I nodded with- 
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out speaking. "The dreadful peon, Padre Lep- 

roso ^^ the girl trembled in sheer terror. **He 

questioned me just now. He said I must know where 
the American was. Oh, will Mercedes ever forgive 
me? I did not tell him, I am almost sure I did not; 
but the man was so terrible. He seized me, and 
looked at me horribly ! And I — ^I was so frightened 
I do not know what I said. He left me and ran 
toward Don Ramon's offices. Ah, and he said he 
would kill me, if I dared to move until he returned. 
Father, I do not know whether I told him anything 
or not; his eyes were so horrible." She cowered 
against the wall^ her hands over her face, and stood 
quivering. 

I would have comforted her, but there was no time 
to lose. Inez had taken me for Father Terentius, 
we were almost the same height, and the priest was 
erect and not very stout. If the girl had been de- 
ceived in the dim light, why not others? 

Without a word, I opened the outer door, and 
stepped softly into the corridor. 

I almost collided with a man who was passing. 
It was Don Luis Giarcia. 

"Who goes?" exclaimed the boy, peering at me 
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sharply. "Ah, it's you, father? You have been 
soothing the Senorita Sandoval? Veritably this 
morning's discovery must have been most trying to 
her. And all the noise and firing, also. How we 
were all deceived by the American spy ! " 

I mumbled inarticulately, and hurried past him. 
Something in my motion or voice aroused the young 
officer's curiosity. He grasped the sleeve of my 
gown. 

"Are you in such haste, father? Why? The 
surgeon says that the soldier the American shot 
will not die; he does not need your offices. Surely 
you have time to tell me how Donna Mercedes is. 
Did you notice, perchance, how she received the 

message I sent in to ^' His tone of pique 

changed to a horrorstricken whisper. " Mary 
Mother! the American!" He whirled me furiously 
about. " You — ^in her apartments — GHod ! " 

I spoke in a voice as low and tense as his own. 
^^ Senor^ I swear to you " 

" God ! " he repeated. *' You — ^in her apartment.*' 
Fury consumed him. A dagger shone suddenly in 
his hand. " In your heart, betrayer of women ! " 

With my sound left hand I drew a pistoL 
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" Don Luis/' I said, " there is no wrong. I swear 
It! Keep off, or I must defend myself. I " 

"You shall not live to boast of It," raved the 
boy. '* I will kill you here — ^but quietly — quietly." 

He stepped toward me, but I levelled my Colt's at 
his head. ** For God's sake, Luis," I pleaded. " Be 
quiet. I can explain." 

" Spy," he raged, still In the same furious whis- 
per. " Seducer ! '' 

He struck at me with his poniard. He had pressed 
me back against the wall so close that there was 
no room to spring aside. In the dim light I was 
barely able to turn his blow with the long barrel of 
my revolver. 

If I had had both hands, I might possibly have 
disarmed him without Injury. But I had only one 
good arm, and the boy was strong and active, and 
wild with a gallant jealousy. To a Mexican my 
presence In Mercedes' apartments could mean but 
one thing. 

He raised his dagger for another thrust. I spun 
my weapon over, catching It by the barrel. 

** Luis ! " I begged. 

But the poniard was descending toward my heart. 



r 
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when I struck smartly at his collar-bone. A blow 
there would disable him long enough for me to 
escape — and his injury would be slight. 

But he was on the aleH;, and ducked to avoid the 
stroke. The butt of the heavy revolver struck the 
unfortunate boy full between the eyes. The knife 
feU from his outstretched fingers, and he stood 
swaying. I caught him in my one arm, and lowered 
him gently to the floor. 

" Luis ! Luis ! '* I whispered. 

There was no answer. 



Two Steange Encounters 

The throbbing in my throat ahnost choked me as 
I straightened up. 

I glanced along the corridor. All was quiet. 
The fountain in the patio seemed to have hushed 
its tinkle. No bat whirred down from the starry 
spaces above the roof. The corridor was as still 
as death — still as the body that lay at my feet. 

Although to linger might mean discovery, and the 
end for me, yet I could not leave the boyish form on 
the cold stones. 

Somehow I lifted him. Somehow — staggering in 
the dark, repressing my gasps until half-choked, 
feeling at every step Leproso's dagger in my back 
— ^I carried him to the room that had been mine, and 
laid him on the bed. I was glad that I could not see 
his face. 

In the alley without I could hear the sentry's 
measured tread, and catch the gleam of his cigar- 
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ette. The night breeze sighed through the window- 
bars. The world still spun as usual, although that 
day so much blood had been shed within those 
walls. 

I stepped to the window, and studied the dark 
form of the sentinel. It would be easy to wrench 
away the bar and gain the alley. I should be cer- 
tain to make a noise in doing so, but, since I wore 
the garments of a priest, the soldier might be stupid 
enough to pass me unchallenged. And if he did 
try to stop me I knew how to deal with him. No! 
I had done harm enough already in that house. I 
would shed no more blood there though my life de- 
pended on it. 

I stole to the door. There, leaning against the 
wall, I removed my heavy boots — ^perhaps it was 
they that had betrayed me to Luis. When I had 
stuffed them into the folds of my loose gown, they 
added a convincing touch of corpulency to my 
monkish appearance. 

I tiptoed into the corridor. The chill of the damp 

stones struck through my stockinged feet. My 

wounded shoulder — I had been forced to use it in 

' carrying the motionless boy — throbbed dully. The 
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recollection of Mercedes' scorn stabbed me Kke a 
knife. For a moment, life itself seemed hardly worth 
more struggle. 

Then I recovered myself, and crept along the cor- 
ridor. I did not dare to cross the open patio, 
though it was only dimly lighted by the stars above, 
and by an expiring brazier or two. I slipped 
stealthily from pillar to pillar. 

The sound of a striking match held me rigid. To 
my left a match flickered, a candle flared, and 
through a door ajar, I saw Ramon Valdez and Padre 
Leproso seated at a table. 

Ramon was fully dressed, belted and booted as 
if just returned from making the round of his sen- 
tries. Leproso, his face swathed in a bloody band- 
age, was leaning forward talking in his harsh tones. 
The shadows of the two men were painted on the 
wall behind them — one squat and grotesque, the 
other huge and unbending, a demon gnome report- 
ing to his giant master. 

All my senses became absorbed ia listening, but 
I caught only a word here and there. " The Ameri- 
can,'' " room,'' " the pretty little lady " ; then a 
grating laugh, hideously muffled by the bandages. 
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Valdez made an impatient gesture. He surveyed 
the spy with open contempt. 

" Bah, man ! '' he said, and his words reached me 
distinctly, "you rave! Because the American cut 
open your girlish cheek — ^ha! ha! — ^because he has 
spoiled the face that has won you so many favours 
from women, you have him on the brain. No, no, 
my little padre. It was you who said this morning 
that Grant might be in the cabinet. And what 
happened? He was not there, of course, and you 
earned me the contempt of the Englishman, and the 
hatred of Donna Mercedes. I do not much mind 
the girPs whims, yet I could as well have done with- 
out her downright hatred.'' 

Leproso answered in a sullen mutter. 

"Ah, so," went on Ramon, "but she is not the 
one to forget, and she is not afraid — not like the 
little one you seem to admire so suddenly.'' Leproso 
chuckled hoarsely as if relishing the allusion. The 
other continued. " Now you come howling that the 
American is lurking in Donna Mercedes' rooms — 
the talk of a madman. It is impossible ! You think 
so only because a baby cries when you threaten her. 
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For Dios! that ugly face of yours Would make a 
Cortez weep. A pretty reason, truly.'* 

Again the spy's reply was inaudible. 

" It is impossible," repeated Valdez. " The Gen- 
eral himself would stab me, if I ventured there-— 
yes, though he knew Santa Anna would execute him 
for doing so. No, no, the American is not there! 
He is as quick as a hawk. With the aid of his 
father, the devil, it was possible for him to leap 
into the alley from the roof, to climb the wall into 
the corral, before the soldiers had surrounded the 
Commandancia. He must be somewhere in the city ; 
we will find him in the morning.'* 

As he spoke, he waved his fingers gently near the 
other's face. " Meanwhile, my little padre, I have 
news for you; a vidette has just come in. Some 
news and a plan, my honest Jose." He looked up 
suddenly. ** Ah, close the door," he ordered. " The 
General might be passing by from his offices and the 
saints know my plan is not for him to hear. Close 
the door!" 

The other moved to do his bidding. The shaggy 
hair, blood-stained bandage, and wide mouth were 
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withm six feet of me. With a lance I could have 
struck the fellow through the body. Then the door 
shut him and his master in. 

Before I could move, I heard a sound behind me ; 
light feet were coming along the passage. It 
would not do for me to be caught lurking here. 
Better to be seen moving boldly in the open. 

Keeping my head bent, I began to walk swiftly 
forward. I had gone only a dozen strides, when the 
light feet sounded at my very heels. A soft hand 
plucked my sleeve. 

" Father," said a low voice, ** have you seen himf 
He left me — in anger — ^just now, and " With- 
out a word, I turned my head until we looked into 
each other's eyes. 

" Mother of Heaven ! " she whispered. " It is 
you?" 

"I," I answered. "Have you followed to sur- 
render me to Colonel ValdezP He is in that room, 
there." 

My cruel words withered her. She shrank sud- 
denly back. 

"Ah! How can you!" 

"And why not?" I was merciless. "I am 
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going as fast as may be. But it is not easy to 
escape from a house full of enemies." 

**Easy? No!'* she whispered. "You cannot—" 
you will be overtaken even in the city. Return — ^to 
my room — ^I implore you ! " 

« No ! " I said. 

"But "^ She checked herself. "Go!" she 

said in a tense whisper. ** Go, if you prefer death — 
to me." 

" I do," I said, and left her. 

Walking quietly but without any effort at 
secrecy, I traversed the corridor without meeting 
anyone. Under the archway, at the entrance to the 
street, a listless sentinel hardly turned his eyes as 
I passed. I paced swiftly on with bowed head, and 
gained the open, undetected. 

Although I had never explored the little city, I 
carried a map of it in my mind, for from the roof 
of the Commandancia I had often studied the direc- 
tion of the streets with anxious care. I therefore 
made my way unhesitatingly across the plaza, and 
turned down a quiet side street. 

Like most Mexican towns, Saltillo, although gay 
enough in the first part of the night, went early to 
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bed. Passers-by were few. Only two or three 
gossiping peons bowed and made way respectfully 
at sight of my priestly garb. 

Once I passed a boy twanging his guitar beneath 
a grilled window. He reminded me of the lad I had 
just left, stretched on my bed in the silent room. 
I hurried on with averted face. 

From the side street, I plunged into an obscure 
alley. Here I paused long enough to put on my 
boots. I knew the alley would bring me to the city 
wall, and, in spite of the gloom, I picked my way 
rapidly over the broken pavement. 

The lane seemed absolutely deserted. It's nar- 
rowness and the blank walls on either hand made it 
a veritable tunnel. A solitary brazier, burning be- 
fore a little shrine of the Virgin some distance ahead 
of me, made a point of light in the darkness. 

I had gone but a few paces when I became aware 
that I was followed. A tall monk had stepped from 
a doorway, and! looked after me. He began to 
stride softly in my rear. 

I quickened my pace, and glanced back. The 
priest was cowled to the eyes like myself, but there 
VAS something familiar about his figure. He was 
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too tall for Father Terentius. Could it be — ^my 
blood ran cold — ^Don Ramon? 

That he was deliberately tracking me there could 
be no doubt. When I slackened my pace, he slack- 
ened his; when I hurried on, so did he. Had he 
recognised me? I drew a pistol and cocked it. 

As I passed through the belt of light about the 
shrine of the Virgin, I heard my pursuer break into 
a run. 

I wheeled fiercely about. The tall monk checked 
himself within a foot of my revolver-muzzle. His 
cowl fell back. It was Sergeant McDonald. 
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PART THREE 
IN THE CHAPARRAL 



A Beggab on Hobseback 

At sight of McDonald, my relief was too great 
for speech. I could only stare. 

" Step out of the light, sir," said the sergeant. 
" Praised be His Name ! you haven't yet perished at 
the hands of the Philistines." 

As he spoke he passed his arm through mine, and 
began to hurry me toward the walL 

"Richard, you old villain!" I muttered, and 
could say no more. 

The faithful fellow understood me. " That's all 
right, Mr. John. Now, quiet's the word. Tread 
soft. There's a sentry behind that house there. I 
know the way. There's a gap in the wall some- 
wheres here." 

We ascended the pile of rubble and stone, fallen 

from the decaying wall, crept down the opposite 

slope, and, slipping through an ancient pear- 

orchard, left the town behind us. 

809 
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Beyond the pear-trees, the dense chaparral rose 
black and ominous. The sergeant, only pausing to 
take his musket from a clump of grass, plunged 
•unhesitatingly into the tangle. 

** Come on, sir. The heathen haven't any pickets 
on this side, you see. They think an enemy couldn't 
possibly find his way through this timber. But I 
learned the trail thirty years ago! There was an 
Indian girl then who lived in a hut away out here. 
I remember it was in that pear-orchard I first saw 
her. Well, well, how sinful the mind is even though 
the spirit be chastened." 

^^ Richard, tell me all about Lieutenant May 
and ^" 

** Better save your breath, sir," interrupted the 
sergeant coolly. " I know you^re wounded, and it's 
a good two miles before we're out of danger of their 
patrols." 

I let the man have his way, and gave my whole 
attention to keeping up with him. Indeed, I needed 
all my breath and strength to make my way without 
accident. The trail was narrow, and only the stars 
and moon threw a faint light. 

We must have followed a circuitous route, for it 
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was not until a couple of hours later that a grey 
ribbon of sand stretched suddenly before us. 

" The back road to SaltiUo/' muttered McDonald, 
breaking the silence for the first time. "It joins 
the highway two or three miles above." 

We listened a long five minutes, then, obeying' 
his motion, I hurried across and gained the oppo- 
site cover. I saw the old sergeant step from the 
thicket to follow me, and then shrink hastily 
back. 

With the soft padding of naked feet In the dust, 
a strange procession appeared around a turn of the 
road. Half a score of men, some on foot and some 
on horseback, hurried along. Their twisted limbs 
and distorted bodies, the rags in which they were 
clothed, and above all the hideous sores on the bare 
arms and legs of several, proclaimed them pro- 
fessional beggars. 

They were a band of those peons, mendicants by 
vocation, and thieves or worse on opportunity, who 
at that time were one of the curses of Mexico. 

The man in the lead rode a mustang that sham- 
bled with difficulty under his rider's weight. The 
fellow was muffled in a ragged cloak and rode 
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slouched heavily In his saddle. His face was not 
visible, but the countenances of the rascals who 
trotted behind him were unpleasant enough to make 
me feel glad that McDonald and I were well-con- 
cealed. 

These rogues of the itching palm were apparently 
hurrying to reach Saltillo in time for the early 
morning market. In the crowd that would there be 
assembled, they probably hoped to find their profit. 
Besides, the fiesta of Santa Anna's name-day would 
give them opportunity to ply the imlawful side of 
their profession. 

What most distinguished this band from others 
I had seen was the openness with which they dis- 
played their weapons. Every man wore a great 
^f*^" knife stuck in his belt, and two or three carried 

1^' rifles. The fellows who were mounted had each a 

rawhide lasso coiled at his saddlebow. 

So the phantom company passed, hideous in the 
moonlight, their air of stealth and haste giving a 
vague horror to their presence. 

As the last man vanished around the next tum^ 
McDonald, musket in hand, emerged from his con- 
cealment and started across the road toward me. 
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He almost collided with a stalwart beggar who 
seemed to form a sort of rearguard for the others. 
Both men recoiled. 

The sergeant instantly recovered himself and with 
a ** Peace to you, my son," was hurrying on, when 
the other seized him Ky the gown with his left hand. 
His right was swathed in bandages. 

" Not so fast, father," whined the man, showing 
a gap-toothed mouth in a leer. "Where are you 
going so fast, and so late?" 

" Peace to you, my son," repeated McDonald. 
^^ Do not detain me. I go to confess a poor Indian 
who lies dying in the chaparral yonder." 

The beggar pointed to the other's musket. •* You 
bear a strange candle to light the prayers of the 
dying," he said. " That toy might suit a carabinero 
of the Commandant's guard." 

" I carry it for the same reason you wear the 
great knife in your sHrt, man. The times are dan- 
gerous, even for poor priests and poor beggars." 

The rascal thrust his uninjured hand into a 
leather wallet swinging from his neck. " Yes, yes,^' 
he leered. "My bag is empty, truly. The times 
are dangerous and hard, also, for us •of the brother- 
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hood. But a priest? The devil! a priest Is never 
poor. An ahns, Father Carabiinero. One little 
peso only, for the love of Mary.'* 

The moonlight was still bright enough for me to 
see McDonald's lantern- jaw begin to move as if 
he were chewing. It was always a sign of his rising 
anger. 

^^ My son, I have not a centavo^ or I would gladly 
give it to you. Now, good-night. A Christian is 
dying K>ver there — ^I must do the office of Holy 
Church for the repose of his soul." 

He took a step, but the fellow twitched him 
roughly back. 

"No, no, father,^' he whined. **At least bless 
my wound before you go." The sergeant laid his 
fingers on the bandaged hand, but the other jerked 
it away. **No, it is not that — ^that is nothing. 
Look you." He pulled at his ragged trouser and 
exposed a sickening sore just below the knee. It 
had probably been produced by some trick of the 
beggar's trade, but looked none the less terrible. 
" It is my knee. I have tried every shrine in the 
three holy cities without benefit. Even our Lady 
of Vera Cruz could not help me. But who knows? 
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— if a holy man like you were to bless it, I might 
be cured. I beg you to give it the blessed touch.'* 

The sergeant's jaw twitched ominously, but he 
stooped as if to humour the other. On the instant, 
the beggar's expression changed to exultant malice. 
With the palm of his bandaged hand he struck 
fiercely at McDonald's exposed neck. 

I leaped from my hiding-place with a cry. 

But the sergeant, dropping on his knees, had 
avoided the blow. He seized the rascal's arm, and 
gave it a frightful wrench. Then as the man fell 
shrieking in the dust^ he gripped him by the throat 
with both hands. The beggar's eyes fairly started 
from his head; he was unconscious before I could 
reach him. 

The sergeant relaxed his suffocating grasp. 

** I thought you were gone, Richard," I said. 

**An old trick," rejoined McDonald disdain- 
fully. " Your father and I — ^we knew this country 
in our time, sir! See here." He tore the bandages 
roughly from the unconscious man's hand. ** I saw 
right away what kind of a hurt hand he had." A 
P|iece of iron, smooth where it touched his flesh, 
but jagged on the striking side^ had been fitted 
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snugly in the rogue'^s palm. " A blow at the base 
of the brain with that — eh, Mr. John?'' 

"Thank Heaven, you were too sharp for him! 
Drag him over here In the bushes — he's coming to." 
In the thick cover, the beggar opened a pair of 
squinting eyes on us. 

" Mother of God,'' he moaned. " My arm ! It 
is torn from the socket." 

McDonald seized the fellow's elbow. " No, but 
it win be In a minute, if you don't tell the truth." 

The man gave a cry of pain. " For the love of 
Heaven, have mercy on a poor cripple!" 

"A pretty cripple," I retorted. "Who are you? 
What gang of robbers is that that passed?" 

" No robbers, cavalier. We are but poor brothers 
who beg." 

The sergeant gave the arm a slight wrench. The 
ruffian fairly burst into tears. 

" I will tell the truth," he said. " We are some- 
times beggars — sometimes, if the saints are kind, 
we rob a little." 

"Would you rob even a priest?" I demanded 
sternly. 

" Ah, excellency, it is easy to see that you are 
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cavaliers, not priests. This one '* — ^his eyes squinted 
at McDonald — " was too Inunble for a priest." 

** So you tried to murder him.'' 

" I am a poor man, cavalier." 

" Where was your band going so fast? " 

" Who knows, senorf " 

I frowned. "Man — one more lie, and you will 



never use your arm again.*' 



5> 



The beggar cringed. "Excellency, I swear it, 
he whined. ** Yes, yes, we were on our way to am- 
buscade a party, but how far from here I do not 
know. Also, I do not know whom we were to rob. 
I swear it by Our Lady of. Vera Cruz, by the sacred 
image of Chihuahua, by the Christ Child of 
Tezcuco ^" 

"Be quiet, you villain!" I said. The fellow 
cringed into silence. ** Do you dare to tell me that 
you start out to play the robber without knowing 
where you are going? " 

" Our captain knows, cavalier. I but do as I am 
told to do.** 

"Which was the captain? — the one with the 
oloak?" 

" Yes, excellency. He who rode in front." 



/ 
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"What IS his name?" 

" Who knows ? We call him only the Captain. 
If he has another name I do not know it; I have 

not long been one of the brothers.** 

" The better for you," I rejoined. 

" Sergeant," I went on in English, ** what do you 
think?" 

"I think it doesn't make much difference what 
they were up to, does it, sir? Suppose I put his 
own knife through his ribs? We oughtn^t to waste 
any more time over him." 

" No ; we'll turn him loose. Even if he catches 
up to his friends, we'll be out of harm's way by that 
time. Hoist him up and give him a start." 

To the beggar's undisguised amazement, he was 
dragged summarily to his feet and kicked into the 
road. 

"Be off, rascal," I ordered. "Run!" 

But instead of obeying, the fellow fell on his 
knees. "Noble cavaliers," he whined, "spare me! 
I have told all I know. Spare me!" 

" The heathen child of wrath is afraid we'll shoot 
him in the back, if he runs," said McDonald. He 
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cocked his musket grimly. "Run, robber, or FU 
kill you here." 

The beggar leaped to has feet and fled. Moaning 
with terror, his squinting eyes turned fearfully over 
his shoulder as he ran, he disappeared around the 
curve of the road. 



n 

An Inteerupted Convebsation 

The instant the beggar was out of sight, Mc- 
Donald turned on me. 

" Now, sir, the quicker we move the better. At 
the rate that fellow's going, he won't be long in 
reaching his friends." 

** Sergeant,'* I isaidi, as I trotted rather than 
walked in the effort to keep up with his long strides, 
"my conscience pricks me about this. Fm half 
sorry we didn't follow up those rascals. We might 
save some poor devil from being robbed or mur- 
dered." 

" Let 'em cut each other's throats," rejoined the 

fierce old soldier. " Let the Philistines rage amongst 

themselves, we're better off out of it. Besides, we 

ain't out of the woods yet, by a long shot ! There's 

more than one lot of thieves seeking whom they may 

devour." 

" I wish Fd seen that fellow's face," I persisted, 

920 
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** I mean the one ahead — on horseback. There was 
something familiar about the way he hunched him- 
self over." 

^^ Maybe you'd seen him back in the plaza there 
sometime. Those scum are beggars one minute, and 
bandits the next." 

Another half hour brought us to the Saltillo high- 
way. Here, too, we listened before venturing to 
leave the shelter of the jungle. Only the cry of a 
bird, or the rustle of a frightened reptile, broke the 
stillness of the night. 

**We''ll go up the road thirty or forty yards," 
said the sergeant. " As far as where one of their 
heathen gods is. Then we can cut into the chapar- 
ral again.*' 

The ** heathen god " proved to be a little shrine 
and statue of the Virgin — the counterpart of the 
one whose light had enabled McDonald to recog- 
nise me in the town. A lamp burned before this one, 
also, and beside it a stone basin showed that, in the 
rainy season, it must be a spot beloved of travellers. 
On the other side, a rude cross gave the wayside rest- 
ing place a grim significance. Here some traveller 
had been slain, and pious hands had erected the cross 
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to mark the spot. At that time such sinister testi- 
monials might have served as milestones along every 
highway in Mexico. 

"Yes," said the sergeant, as I involuntarily 
paused, "they've got to have their saints set up 
every little ways, or they'll forget they pretend to 
be Christians. How the wicked persist in the ways 
of sin! That lamp there now — ^they think it'll get 
'em to Heaven, if everybody who comes along sees 
it's kept going. I reckon it gets lit every nighty 
regular as clockwork. And yet that piece of plas- 
ter there don't know nor care whether it's lit 
or not." 

"Richard," J said, "you rant like the woret 
Puritan that ever lived. Yotfre a regular bigot. 
It seems to me this lamplighting is a rather touch- 
ing custom." 

" Maybe," responded the old soldier, wagging his 
head dubiously, " maybe ! If the Mexicans think 
lightin' a lamp and sayin' their prayers here is go- 
ing to help 'em on their way to Heaven, the Lord 
knows I don't blame 'em. They'd need all the help 
it could give 'em, if they ran across any of those 
beggars we met a while ago." He pointed to the 
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slab where the lamp, flickering in the night wind, 
threw a weird light on the image of the Virgin. 
" See, there ; they've been settin' out a sacrifice. 
Must have been an Indian and a woman at that! 
Nobody else would have put flowers there. The 
widow's mite, eh, Mr, John?" 

I looked curiously and with a feeling of rever- 
ence at the faded blossoms placed as an offering to 
Our Lady of Saltillo. A handful of yucca flowers ! 
The sight of their white petals made my heart beat. 
It was just such a handful Mercedes had thrown 
at me, not many hours before. A blossom like that 
had lured me headlong after her, wild with the de- 
sire to crush her in my arms. 

The flowers, left, perhaps, by some poor Indian 
girl, seemed almost like an offering from Mercedes 
Sandoval for my own safety. 

** Yucca blossoms," I murmured aloud. 

McDonald's shrewd glance studied my face closely. 
** Yes, sir. My Indian girl knew those things, thirty 
years ago. Yucca blossoms are a sign of love in 
these parts. But.it won't do to spend the rest of 
the night starin' at 'em. The trail strikes in right 
here — ^to the hut I was tellin' you about. It'll be 
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a good place to rest a while. Let's move lively 
again, sir.'' 

I followed him into the chaparral. 

At last McDonald halted again, and this time 
with an air of finality. A eucalyptus tree shadowed 
the ruins of a structure long fallen to decay. 

"This is the place," said the old sergeant mus- 
ingly. ** Juanita and I — ^we've sat under that euca- 
lyptus there, a day at a time. Well, well, thirty 
years ago; thirty years ago.'' He roused himself 
sharply. "We can take it easy now, sir. YouM 
better sit down and rest yourself." He fumbled in 
his pockets. 

" Here are some sandwiches, and here is a little 
of their heathen rum. They'll both do you good, 
Mr. John." 

While I ate and drank eagerly enough, my fol- 
lower related what had happened since my depart- 
ure from the camp in the liveoaks. His story was 
brief. 

After my " escape " in the role of Captain Mac- 
Alpine, May had deemed it prudent to move the 
camp ten miles to the north, toward General Tay- 
lor's advancing army. This move had undoubtedly 
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prevented a brush with the lancers from the 
Hacienda de las P almas. 

They had been in the new camp a few days, when 
at dawn one morning, Captain MacAlpine and the 
dumb cook, Jose, were missing. The two sentries 
who guarded the British officer's tent swore they 
had maintained the utmost vigilance, but a long slit 
in the rear wall of the shelter, just where a cypress 
threw a heavy shadow from chaparral to canvas, 
explained the disappearance. 

" After that, sir," said McDonald, " we thought 
you were as good as dead. But yesterday I got 
hold of one of these popish garments, and slipped 
into Saltillo right after dark. Bein' a priest no- 
body paid any attention to me. I heard from some 
peons how the American devil had been found out. 
Ha, ha! That's what they called you, Mr. John: 
* the American devil.' They said you'd been shot all 
to pieces, after you'd killed twenty men, and then 
gone up in a puff of smoke. I thought that sounded 
kind of hopeful, so I just scouted round the Com- 
mandancia as close as I could. There was a court- 
yard to one side, and I hid in there for a while, 
hopin' something would turn up." 
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**In the courtyard? I believe I saw your shadow 
on the curtain; the window to the southeast. Were 
you there?" 

" Then it was you, I heard laughui' ! '* exclaimed 
the sergeant. " Fd know your voice anywheres, but 
I couldn't believe my ears.'' He regarded me with 
half-concealed curiosity. ** Come to think of it, 
you didn't laugh as if there was anything very 
funny goin' on." 

I told him as much of my own adventures as 
seemed necessary for him to know. 

" Well, well," he said, when I had finished. " To 
think of your bein' married to a daughter of Heth. 
The Lord's will be done! And Senorita de Pico has 
cared for the Major all these years? Many's the 
message Pve carried to her from your father. Lord, 
she was a beauty in those days, but too quick-tem- 
pered for my taste. But it seems to me, sir, the first 
chance you get, you'd better open up on that Don 
Ramon. One of your forty-fives now; that's about 
the kind of medicine he needs, I reckon." 

"I think so, too," I answered. Suddenly I held 
up my hand for silence. "What's that?" 
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The sergeant listened intently. "Did you hear 
anything, sir? " 

" I thought I heard firing/' I answered. " There. 
Don't you hear that? What is it?" 

Faint calls sounded from the Saltillo road; 
whether shouts or screams it was impossible to tell. 
There were two or three reports, no louder than the 
cracks of a muleteer's whip. Then a high-pitched 
cry. 

" Some kind of a fracas goin' on there," com- 
mented the sergeant. 

" It sounded like a woman's voice," I answered. 
" Too shrill for men." 

"Not for these Mexicans, sir. There was too 
much of a row for it to be those beggars ambus- 
cadin* travellers. No, it must be one of the Mexican 
patrols has run across the thieves, and is cleanin' 
'em up." 

" Very likely. I know General Sandoval has no 
use for the ragamuffins about Saltillo. I heard him 
talking about them the other day." 

" Let 'em yell," said McDonald. " We're well out 
of it, anyway." 
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"That's true. What time is it, sergeant?'* 

" Not far from daylight, I reckon. We'd better 
be movin', sir. We've got to lie close somewhere all 
day, and we'd better push for some thicker woods. 
We're too close to the road for comfort. Those 
boots you're wearin' are different from anything in 
the whole of Mexico. They leave a trail that's 
easy to follow. The thickest chaparral is what we 
want." 

I rose at once. " All right. But let's take off 
these gowns — ^they're only in our way here. Pm 
tired of disguises, anyway." 

" It's lawful to blind the eyes of the Lord's con- 
temners, sir." 

"You ranting Covenanter! Help me off with 
this, will you? I wish you had thought to bring 
my own uniform with you." 

We removed our priestly garments, and stowed 
them carefully out of sight among the ruins of the 
hut — ^we wished to leave no trace for our possible 
pursuers. Then, against McDonald's protest, I 
made him undo my arm-sling, and throw the band- 
ages away. 

" I can't let that scratch bother me any longer. 
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I said. " I don't need that wrapping any more than 
your friend, the beggar, did." 

The moon threw its last beams across the euca- 
lyptus as we turned to go, and McDonald's eyes 
lingered on the ruined hut. 

" Your father loved a daughter of the Philis- 
tines,^' said the old soldier, " and you're married to 
one — ^though I doubt if it's lawful, bein' done the 
way it was, and only by their popish rites. You 
can get out of it easy enough, you know, if you 
want to." 

" I don't,*' I said fiercely, and could have bitten 
my tongue off for speaking. 

"Maybe not; maybe not,** said the sergeant. 
*^Well, well, I've often wondered what ever became 
of my little Indian girl. She wasn't as pretty as 
some of the officers' ladies, maybe, but Lord, the 
pleasant hours ^" 

Something struck McDonald smartly on the 
cheek. Something brushed my shoulder like a 
phantom hand and was gone. 

"The Philistines!*' roared the sergeant. 

On the instant, a dozen lassos fell over us, settling 
in deadly coils about our arms and legs. My feet 
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were dragged from under me, and I was thrown 
heavily to the ground. 

The point of a sabre pricked my throat. 

" Surrender, Captain Grant ! '' said a stem voice. 

** I surrender, Colonel Gomez," I answered coolly. 



in 

Wheeein ▲ Jewelled Stiletto Is Sheathed 

The fine-featured old Mexican sheathed his sword. 
He leaned quietly on its hilt and looked down at 
me. 

" Your race has been a short one, seflor.** 

^^At least it has ended in the hands of Colonel 
Gomez.'* 

"Unfortunately for you, Captain Grant." 

" I hope not." 

" You killed my son, Captain ; perhaps you, per- 
haps your men." 

" In fair fight, sir. The f ortime of war. You 
cannot bear me a grudge for that." 

" No, truly. If that were all I would not execute 
a prisoner; but that is not all. You are a spy! 
You have no right to mercy." 

" Colonel Gromez, I give you my word of honour, 

I am not a spy. I never have been.*' 

** Seflor,** he responded dispassionately, "why 

931 
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talk folly? I myself saw you In the Commandancia 
of Saltillo, wearing the uniform you now wear. Is 
that the costume of an American officer? Surely 
you do not think me so without experience as to 
believe that. Also, when I and my soldiers watched 
you from the chaparral a moment ago, you were 
hiding the robes of a priest. It Is not necessary to 
bring them out, we both know It Is so. Do you say 
you are a priest as well as a soldier? " 

" I've been wearing a disguise," I answered, 
"but not as a spy. I pretended to be a British 
officer for personal reasons. Perhaps you can guess 
them ! '* 

"Ah, so? " He shook his head. "I will not say 
I do not believe your word ; It Is enough, seHor^ that 
the laws of war cannot take such reasons Into ac- 
count. Senor, commend yourself to Gtad." He 
turned to his men, a score or so In number. ** Place 
them on their feet," he jordered, " against the tree 
there. Gently, this Is a cavalier. Captain Grant, 
you do not wish your eyes blindfolded, nor your 
man? No, truly. It Is known that you are brave 
men who do not fear to see death. I am sorry, 
senoVy that we cannot spare time to find a priest." 
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** Tell him we don't want any of his Jesuits/' said 
Sergeant McDonald sullenly in English. ^^I can 
go out like a man without any popish help." 

Colonel Gomez looked from one to the other in- 
quiringly, but I said nothing. The moon was down, 
and the dawn had begun to struggle through the 
pinoaks. In that wan light the world had become 
a melancholy place — it would not be so hard to leave 
it. And in leaving the world I should, perhaps, 
leave the memory of Mercedes' scorn of me. 

Except to shake my head when Colonel Gomez 
asked the question about blindfolding, I made no 
sign. Argument, like resistance, seemed useless in 
the face of the inflexible officer's resolve. 

At his motion a dozen musketeers fell into line in 
front of us. 

" Take three paces only,*' he ordered. " I wish 
no second volley. Are you ready, senorf ** 

" Colonel Gomez," I said, " since we are about 
to die ^" 

"My duty. Captain Grant. But observe! Our 
lassos are at hand, yet I do not hang you, but give 
you a soldier's death." 

I have noticed," I answered, " and I thank you 
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for myself and my sergeant. I bear you no ill-will, 
but I wish to tell you one thing. You are the uncle 
of Donna Inez Mercado?'* 

The Mexican was surprised. ^Inez? Tes, most 
certainly. Why, sefiorf What of Donna Inez Mer- 
cado? " 

^^ Simply this. Last night, I happen to Imow she 
was badly frightened by Padre Leproso. The fel- 
low looked at her — ^you know how he looked ! Padre 
Leproso has done worse than frighten a girl. I ad- 
vise you to let Donna Inez keep close to your pro- 
tection.'* 

" Sacristo ! " exclaimed the Mexican. " Padre 
Leproso ! " He was evidently much agitated. I 
was amazed at the effect of my words. ^^Can this 
be true? Leproso, the robber?" 

** A squat man with shaggy hair," I replied. ** He 
is in Valdez's employ, as we suspected. I saw him 
yesterday in the Commandancia." 

" He threatened Inez, you say, seHor f ** 

« Yes." 

" By Saint lago, if anything has happened to 
her! " He took a quick turn in front of the line of 
musketeers. " Seflor, I will tell you ! I expected to 
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meet her on the road an hour ago. I and my sol- 
diers were on the way, when one of them saw your 
heel-print in the dust. General Sandoval received 
news during the night that your army was advanc- 
ing. He decided to send his household to a place 
of safety with me. A messenger came to the haci- 
enda to let me know they would soon start. Also, 
I heard from him of your detection and escape. I 
thought best to meet the ladies on the road; the 
night might prove terrifying for Inez and Donna 
Mercedes. But they have not yet appeared, and 
now——" 

" Mercedes ! " I cried. My heart misgave me. 
" Sergeant, the captain of the beggars — ^I believe 
it was Padre Leproso. My God! those yucca blos- 
soms at the shrine ! If they were hers ^' I con- 
trolled myself by a desperate effort. ** Colonel 
Gomez," I said heavily, " I heard cries and shots on 
the Saltillo road, not an hour ago. I beg you when 
I — fwhen all is over here — ^to look into the matter." 

The stem old officer gave me a piercing glance. 
The anguish he saw in my face removed his last sus- 
picions. 

" Release them," he ordered. " Captain Grant^ 
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(do me the favour to point out the spot from which 
came the cries. Here, Hernando, give Captain Grant 
his pistols. You see, I trust you, seflor^*^ he finished 
simply. 

" Colonel Gomez,'* I said, " you will not find me 
wanting. This way, sir. The sounds came from 
this direction. Come on, s'ergeant. Are you all 
right?" 

^^ Safe and sound, sir. A close call. I saw the 
gates of the New Jerusalem opening. It was a 
providence your thinkin' of the lady, sir." 

The soldiers followed us as we hurried along the 
trail toward the Saltillo road. 

It was broad day when we reached it. The dust 
was already lying hot in the sunshine, and the lizards 
basked in the grateful heat. Here and there a hum* 
mingbird was trying to suck a drop of moisture from 
the pears of the cactus. 

" It was somewhere along here, I'm sure," I said. 
** The cries were very faint. Perhaps, after all, it 
was only a muleteer who had taken too much aguar^ 

1 had hardly gotten the words out of my mouth, 
when a man who must have been crawling in the ditcU 
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that bordered the highway, leaped to his feet and 
fled swiftly into the bush. As he ran, his bare legs, 
his mottled face, and the beggar's wallet beneath his 
chin, gave him a grotesque resemblance to a turkey. 

Unfortunately for himself the chaparral on his 
side was less dense than usual. He was distinctly 
visible as he sped from clump to clump. 

Without warning McDonald's musket roared at 
my very ear. Before I could understand what had 
happened, the fleeing wretch was down. 

"Good Heavens, Richard, what have you done? " 
I cried. "You may have killed a harmless peon." 

" No, no," responded the sergeant, following un- 
concernedly as I ran toward the writhing man. 
" He's the same fellow you kept me from settling a 
while ago. It's the beggar that tried to slug me. 
What did he run for? I'll bet he's been up to some 
deviltry since we saw him.*' 

"It is true," agreed Colonel Gomez. ** These 
beggars are no better than bandits. One more or 
less is no matter.'* 

Indeed, my solicitude was unnecessary. Mc- 
Donald's bullet had only grazed the rascal's head. 
As two or three soldiers proceeded to bind him, he 
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lay, more frightened than hurt, and groaned bar- 
rowingly. 

** Stop the fellow's mouth with a handful of sand, 
Hernando,'* said Colonel Gomez. " Ah, look, senor. 
What Is that he has dropped? Underneath his body 
there? •* 

I looked. The sunlight winked back from a great 
knife. Its blade showed red against the grey dust 
in which it lay. 

We gazed at each other in growing horror, then 
almost ran along the highway. 

" See, Excellency ! '* cried one of the Mexicans, 
pointing. 

A horse, its disordered harness flapping against 
its flanks, was cropping the grass by the roadside. 
We broke into a run. 

A few yards further on, a sombrero lay in the 
road. McDonald picked it up eagerly. There was 
an ugly gash in the crown, and something red had 
stained the edges of the rent. 

" If it should be," muttered Colonel Gomez, " woe 
tohunP' 

We ran around the curve of the highway. The 
tragedy was revealed in all its hideousness. 
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The Commandant's lumbering diligence stood at 
one side of the way, a dead horse blocking its wheels. 
Near it a vaquero lay face downward in the dust. 
A dark stain between the shoulder blades showed 
where the cowardly bullet had struck him from be- 
hind. The face of another man, dreadfully black 
and swollen, peered at us from the grass. He had 
been dragged to death by a lasso. 

A woman's black mantilla hung like a signal of 
distress from the door of the diligence. As we 
stared; horror struck, something moved on the other 
side of the vehicle. 

Propped against the broken wheel, half lay, half 
sat, a wounded Mexican. It was the sergeant of 
the carabmerog. 

"Pedro!*' I cried. **What has happened?" 

The soldier stared up at us uncomprehendingly. 

"Man," said the stem old officer, "do you not 
know me? I am Colonel Gomez. Speak!" 

The poor fellow made a feeble effort to salute. 
" Excellency ! " he said, hoarsely. ** Bad men have 
been here. We were ambuscaded — ^Padre Leproso 
and his bandits — ^not many, a dozen, perhaps. They 
were beggars to look at, but assassins imdemeath* 
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I am stabbed through the lungs, cavaliers. A tall 

beggar with a sore on the knee it was. I ^^ the 

man^s mind had begun to wander. 

"The ladies?" said Gomez. "Were they here, 
man? Where is Donna Inez Mercado?" 

*'Yes, Excellency." The soldier rallied his fac- 
ulties. "Excellency, the Greneral sent the three of 
us, and Don Ramon Valdez in command. We were 
to escort Senorita Sandoval and Senorita Mercado 
to the Haicenda de las PaJmas. Sefiora Casata 
would not come. She was old, also she was too 
frightened. The General was in great haste — ^and 
Don Ramon said all would be well." 

The man stopped and gasped for breath, but 
Gomez was merciless. *^ Speak, man,'* he urged. 
" The Senorita Mercado ! " 

" Here they set upon us. Juan and Pepe they 
killed. They thought me dead, also, else they would 
not have left me to tell of it." The man raised his 
hand in an unsteady gesture. ** Excellency, Sefior 
Valdez did not resist the robbers. He seized the 
Senorita Sandoval and rode away." 

"Toward Saltillo?" I cried, with a gasp of 
lief. 
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" No, no, seflor. Into the chaparral. Senor, the 
bandits did not fire upon him — ^they did not try to 
stop hlm.^' 

"My God!" 

I knelt beside the wounded Wldier. 

"Which way did he ride, man?" 

"Who knowfi? But the other — the ugly dwarf — 
shouted something after him. He said — ^I cannot 
think '' 

"You must," I said grimly. "Padre Leproso 
shouted after Senor Valdez ^" 

" Ha ! " exclaimed the Mexican. " ^ The Cave of 
Montezuma ! ' Yes, that was it, * the Cave of Mon- 
tezuma.' " 

"What of Donna Inez, man?" interrupted Col- 
onel Gomez, fiercely. "Where is she?" 

" Excellency," said the soldier in a fearful whis- 
per, " the ugly dwarf dragged her up the hill — ^into 
that thicket." He shuddered. " Sad cries came 
thence for a while — ^then all was still." 

Colonel Gomez's face seemed set in bronze. 
" Soldiers," he ordered, " stay you here. Captain 
Grant, come with me." 

We burst through the thicket of mesquite bushes. 
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The old officer gripped my arm so fiercely that his 
fingers sank mto my flesh. 

The missing girl lay before us. Her hair hung 
loose and disordered about her shoulders, and just 
below the swelling breast , the jewelled handle of a 
stiletto twinkled in dreadful significance. 

Inez Mercado had scorned to survive her dishon- 
our. 



IV 
The Cave op Montezuma 

Aptee a while Colonel Gomez spoke. 

"Woe to them!" 

" Woe to them ! " I repeated. 

The awestruck group of soldiers parted before us 
as we carried the slight form down the slope, and 
laid it tenderly on the cushions of the diligence. 

The iron-nerved old officer turned to a subordi- 
nate. ** Hernando, you and four men put horses to 
the diligence, and take — her — to the hacienda. 
First see that the beggar we left tied yonder does 
not escape.'* The soldier touched his carbine, and 
nodded grimly. Giomez went on. "On the way, 
find a woman to do — ^what is necessary. When you 
have taken — ^her — to the hacienda^ return to Sal- 
tillo, and tell General Sandoval aU. Say that I 
and the American captain will seek revenge for my 
niece and the General's daughter." 

"Revenge? " I said, brokenly. "Yes, and rescue." 

943 
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He looked at me long. ^ Ha ! '' he muttered at 
last. ^* Is it possible? SeOar, it wHl be too late for 
anything — ^but revenge. Mary help us to make 
their punishment a long one.^' 

**Amen,'' I said* 

Colonel Gomez pondered a moment. ^^ Impossible 
to follow the dwarf through the chaparral — ^he is on 
foot and will leave no trail. But the other — ^Ramon 
— ^with a woman borne on horseback? Yes, it is he 
we must follow. What place did Leproso cry after 
him?'' 

"The Cave of Montezuma, Excellency,** said a 
half-breed soldier. "I have heard the Indians tell 
of it. It is somewhere in the great cliffs, but no onef 
knows where." 

"I do," said old McDonald suddenly. 

" You? " I exclaimed. 

"Yes, sir. The Indian girl I was telling you 
about — the Lord forgive the sins of my youth. She 
took me to it once or twice. It's two hours by any 
trail a horse can travel, but we used to go by a short 
cut only herself and her family knew about. It's a 
tough country, and there's places in it where one 
man can leave all our bones." 
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** Go ahead, sergeant. You're wasting precious 
time,'** I interrupted wildly. 

As we left the highway, the report of a carbine 
60unded dully around the curve. 

** There's one beggar who'll never stab anybody 
again," said McDonald. 

I followed him as he ran back up the trail, past 
the ruined hut. Colonel Gomez and fifteen of his 
men trotted swiftly behind. Thence we plunged into 
a path so faint that, at first, I doubted if it were 
anything but a deer track* 

For the next half hour, now running, now walk- 
ing, we pursued a difficult course. In a few minutes 
we passed beyond the region of mesquite and sand 
into one of rocks and cliffs. We were approaching 
the edge of one of those tremendous cafions that 
make the Mexican plateau so hazardous a country 
for the traveller. We threaded precipitous gorges 
and traversed the dry beds of mountain torrents, old 
McDonald holding his way as steadily as if he still 
felt his Indian girl's hand guiding him through its 
perils. 

In a clump of eucalyptus trees, the ground had 
been lately trampled by horses' hoofs. 
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The half-breed soldier, Miguel, studied the tracks 
intently. 

" See, Excellency,*' he said, " they passed this 
way not an hour ago. Look how that single horse 
'goes on^^so ; and all the others go off to this side. 
The man on the horse must be very heavy — see how 
deep the hoofprints are." 

** Ramon ! " I cried, " with Mercedes in his arms.** 

** Ha ! " said Colonel Gomez, " without doubt. He 
has dispersed his robbers — ^he needs them no longer* 
He has gone on alone to the cave — ^with her." 

"Hurry!" 

The trail led on through a chaos of rugged foot- 
hills, clothed with tangled scrub. Suddenly Mc- 
Donald halted. 

"What now? " I demanded. 

He held up his hand for silence. Parting the 
bushes we looked down into a green hollow. Several 
horses were placidly cropping the grass. Among; 
them was my own grey gelding, Featherfoot. 

** He rode your horse," whispered the sergeant. 
"^^ That's how he made such good time with the 
double weight. The cave's behind those vines — over 
the rock. There's a passageway leads in to it. If 
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anybody's watching there we're as good as dead, for 
we've got to cross this hollow to get there. If no- 
body's on guard, we'll stand a show." 

** Come on," I muttered. 

" One minute, sir. You and I and the Colonel are 
enough. If all these others come, Leproso 'U hear 



us sure." 
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He is right," said Gomez. " Soldiers, await 
here. If you hear a struggle — firing — charge in 
quickly." 

The three of us descended into the hollow, I now 
in the lead. Featherfoot gazed at us with twitch- 
ing nostrils, then trotted joyfully up to me. There 
was no time for me to do more than brush his 
hot neck as I passed — ^the foam on it had not 
dried. 

Behind the screen of vines was a black hole, not 
half the height of a man. McDonald nodded ear- 
nestly in response to my questioning look. On hands 
and knees we crawled into the tunnel. 

The darkness could be felt as we moved inch by 
inch. The blackest night would have been light 
compared to it, yet I think the reptiles that slipped 
away from our path did not move more stealthily 
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than we. We were all men experienced in guerrilla 
warfare, and we crawled without sound. 

In this fashion we must have made our way sixty 
yards or more, when a glimmer of light appeared 
ahead of us. I felt the sergeant press my foot wam- 

ingly. 

I crept forward with infinite caution, and pres- 
ently, peering over a rock, I looked into the cave. 

It was a spacious hollow in the face of the cliff, 
rather than a real cavern. A good half of its floor 
was formed by a ledge that jutted into the air over 
a stupendous gorge. Half a mile away, I could see 
the vultures suspended in the hot sunlight above the 
plain. A row of thick-growing manzanita screened 
the cave from the eye of a chance hunter on the op- 
posite cliff. 

Mercedes Sandoval leaned agiainst a rock, her 
despairing face averted from the man who sat easily 
beside her. A rope, passed around her waist, held 
her securely to the rock. As I looked^ she twitched 
at it with trembling fingers. 

**No, no, my little lady,'' said Ramon coolly. 
"Without doubt you would be glad to hurl your- 
self over the cliff. I am not fool enough to let you 
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hurt your pretty self — ^I have gone to some trouble 
to get you here. Be content, seftorita. I mean you 
honourable marriage. The priest will be here in an 
hour or so." 

** Don Ramon,** she said tremulously, ** if you 
mean me honourable marriage, why have you 
brought me here — ^with violence, and, perhaps, mur- 
der, senor? And where is my little Inez? " She 
glanced fearfully about. ** Senor, I heard her 
scream, as you bore me away.*' 

**Why?" repeated the other. "Ah, why, in- 
deed? Perhaps you do not remember that you have 
rebuffed me again and again. Perhaps you have 
forgotten the scorn you have heaped upon me so 
often — ^before the accursed American, too. Per- 
haps you choose now to forget how you laughed in 
my face this very day — -last night — ^when I offered 
you my hand in the presence of your father, just 
before we started — ^hither." 

** The priest cannot marry us," said the girl. " I 
will appeal to him. I will refuse to consent." 

"Is it not better to consent now, than after- 
ward? " said Ramon darkly. " And let me tell you, 
the priest my men i^re bringing is not likely to be 
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scrupulous, sefiorita. Besides, even if he were, my 
little Jose there was a priest once. Eh, padre? '* 

What I had taken for a log, lifted a shaggy head 
from his blanket. 

"Truly, truly!" said Padre Leproso gratingly. 
**My marriage lines will hold — ^long enough, per- 
haps.*' 

The girl again pulled helplessly at her bonds. 
•* SefloVy I will tell you why I laughed last night — 
when you offered marriage." 

"So? Why, then?" 

** SefioTy I — ^I am married already.** 

" A thousand devils ! " Ramon started up fiercely. 
He controlled himself, and broke into a sneering 
laugh. " Ha ! ha ! very pretty. Your play of fancy 
really surprised me. I am glad that you can still 
jest. Let us hear the rest of your fairy-tale. Who 
is the fortunate husband, aefloritaf " 

"I am ! " I said, and advanced quickly into the 
cavern. 

"The American!" cried Ramon. 

He clutched at a long pistol in his belt. Even as 
he drew it, I shot him three times through the body. 
He was dead before he touched the ground. Though 
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I Kve to a broken old age, when other men I have 
killed in war haunt my last years, I shall still think 
of that deed with satisfaction. 

Padre Leproso, trained in a score of bloody frays, 
rushed on Colonel Gomez. The bandit's hands were 
bare, and the chivalrous old officer, dropping his 
sabre, sprang to meet him, unarmed. 

With a fierce snarl Leproso snatched a great 
knife from his shirt. At that instant the butt of 
Sergeant McDonald's musket descended on his head^ 
He stumbled and fell headlong. 

** Bind him ! " said Colonel Gomez, coolly. 

I severed the lariat that held Mercedes. She stood 
swaying, her eyes wonderful to see. 

"Mercedes," I whispered, and took her in my 
arms. 

The others were busy over the prostrate robber. 
Mercedes lay in my arms passively — ^the lashes veiled 
the blue eyes, and my face was close to hers. Our 
lips met passionately. 

Then she tore herself free. " No, no ! " she said. 
** Ah, no, no ! " 

" Captain," said Colonel Gomez's stem voice, 
**here, if you please." 
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He stood gazing down at Padre Leproso, who 
glared like the demon he was. 

" Robber ! " said Gomez in an icy tone. ** As- 
sassin!'' A frightful change came over him. He 
stamped his heavy boot furiously on the distorted 
mouth. " Ravisher ! '* 

A groan came from the bandit^'s bloody lips. 
"Mercy!" he gasped. 

" Yes,*' said Gomez. " Such mercy as you gave 
her:' 

The cave began to fill with the Mexican soldiers. 
** Miguel, Francisco,'* ordered the Colonel, "bind 
him in twenty coils. Then make a swing that will 
hold him without harm, but very tight— teo that he 
will live a long time — ^so.*' 

I waited no longer. What would follow yras not 
fit for Mercedes to see. 

By a wider passage at one side of the cave, I 
led her to the open air above. McDonald brought 
Featherfoot, and I mounted Mercedes on the brave 
horse. The old sergeant returned eagerly to the 
work below. In a few minutes both he and Colonel 
Gomez joined us. 

^* It is well," said the grim Mexican. ** If the rest 
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of the bandits return hither, there will be a little sur- 
prise for them — they cannot count half a score, and 
my men are twice as many, all good shots* I have 
ordered them to camp here for a day." 

** What about ^" I made a significant gesture. 

He understood me. ** We have cast the body of 
Valdez into the cafion. As for the other — you may 
see for yourself .'' 

As we rode along the top of the cliff, I glanced 
back. Two hundred feet below, a writhing bundle 
was suspended in midair. Toward it, through the 
pulsating sunlight, the vultures were dropping in 
leisurely circles. 



A Gate Is Closed Before ]V1e 

We rode quite a mile in sflence. Mercedes* eyes, the 
blue eyes that I so longed to see, gazed steadily at 
Featherfoot's mane. I wondered if the light in them 
were warm and kind as when she had looked at me 
in the cave. My lips had been pressed to hers! 

Colonel Gomez rode gloomily by my side. At 
last I spoke. " To the Hacienda of the Palms, Col- 
oniel ? " 

"Yes, seflor—Hj at least." He gave me a grim 
smile. ** You and your sergeant are two to one — the 
best soldiers in Mexico — ^you are no longer prison- 
ers, doubtless.'' 

" We ride with you to the hacienda,** I answered. 
" We are still your prisoners." 

The Mexican bowed formally. " It is what one 
would expect of Captain Grant." 

I fell back beside the girl. " Mercedes," I said, 
" have you a word for me? I have not been as frank 

954, 
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with you as I ought to have been, but now, if you 

will let me, I ?' 

She raised her eyes — ^the eyes of a stranger. 

** Senor^ I can think only of Inez.'' Somehow she 

had divined what had happened — the fearful venge- 
ance wrecked on Leproso had told her enough. She 

caught a sobbing breath. " Ah, my little Inez ! " 

An hour or so later, we saw the red tiles of the 
hacienda shining above its palm trees. As we forced 
our way through the mesquite bushes at the foot of 
the hill. Colonel Gomez peered disapprovingly about. 

" My lazy sentries," he growled. " All asleep 
without their colonel. Not one in sight. This is 
what it is to have a lot of boys for oflScers. Well, 
there is such a thing as a court-martial." 

A score of men started from the chaparral, and 
presented their rifles at our heads. 

" San lago ! " exclaimed Gromez. ** The Amer- 
icans ! *' 

« Halt ! " I roared. " Don^t fire ! " 

" By Jove ! '* cried May's rollicking voice. " Is 
that you. Captain ? We'd begun to be afraid you'd 
been rubbed out — General Taylor's just sent word 
he couldn't find you in Saltillo. And here we find 
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you riding in the Park, so to speak.*' He bowed gal- 
lantly to Mercedes. ** Where's the little dark one? ** 
he asked in a half-aside, as he shook hands with 
me. 

Mercedes' eyes were big with fear. ** The Amer- 
icans have taken Saltillo, then," she cried* ^^Oh, 
sefior^ my father, is he ^' 

" General Sandoval is safe, sefloritcB/* replied May 
quickly. " A prisoner, of course, but safe." 

"Ah, Sancta Maria!" 

"He will be treated with all honour," I said. 

"Greneral Taylor?— in Saltillo, did he say?»' 
muttered Gomez. May glanced at me inquiringly. 

" This is Colonel Gomez, commanding the garri- 
son of Las Falmas," I explained. 

" Oh," said May. He regarded the Mexican of- 
ficer with frank interest. " Captain, we have or- 
ders to attack the hacienda whenever we're ready. 
A couple of companies of Indianians are with us. 
We've just driven in the Mexican pickets." 

"May," I said, "we won^'t attack the hacienda. 
I'll tell you why later — ^the whole story. We won't 
attack — ^not until General Taylor has had a chance 
to hear of the situation^ at any rate. Our army is 



THE ELEVENTH HOUR 857 

strong enough to leave this one post in our rear, 
ni be responsible to the General for countermand- 
ing your attack. If I know him at all, the Mexican 
flag will fly over Las Falmas as long as the war 
lasts. Would that be satisfactory to you, Colonel 
Gomez?'* 

The old oflScer's face flushed with pride. "It 
would be an honour unheard of." 

" We took SaltiUo at daylight this morning," said 
May. " It wasn't even a skirmish. G<eneral San- 
doval is a prisoner in his own headquarters. By the 
way, your British friend, MacAlpine, came along 
with us from SaltiUo to see the fun. He tried to tell 
us something about what you did in the town there. 
We gather you shot up the whole place pretty much, 
but we didn't have time to make much out of it. 
He's along here somewhere." 

**May, MacAlpine's a brick — PU tell you about 
it in a few minutes. Where's your main force? " 

"Under cover, back on the SaltiUo road." 

** Give orders to have them camp where they are. 
CaU in your skirmishers before anybody gets hurt. 
Colonel Gomez, I suppose you don't consider me a 
prisoner any longer? " 
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" It IS I who am the prisoner," returned the other. 
** I am at your orders.'* 

** Then you are free." 

I spurred my horse beside Featherfoot. "I will 
see you to i^e hacienda^ seflora.** I lingered on the 
word. 

Mercedes started. The hand that held Feather- 
foot's rein tightened a little. Her lips parted, but 
she did not lift her eyes. 

We left McDonald and my men behind, and pres- 
ently, winding among the palm trees, halted before 
the gate of the hacienda, I had never been so close 
to the post before. The red, white, and green flag 
of Mexico floated jauntily from the tower of the 
main building. The outer wall shone white in the 
morning sun. 

The soldiers, lining the wall expectant of attack, 
greeted their colonel with shrill exclamations of joy 
and wonder. 

" Sacristo, Colonel ! " cried ^a young lieutenant of 
lancers, "how did you escape the accursed Amer- 
icans? Our sentinels have just come in on the run 
— they swear the chaparral swarms with the enemy." 
He looked admiringly down at Mercedes. "Ah, 
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you have brought the jewels of Saltillo — a pair of 
sapphires, Colonel, truly.'' 

** Save your compliments, Benor^^ rejoined Col- 
onel Gomez coldly. "We have too much to lament 
to-day.'" 

The subaltern fell back abashed. The big gate 
was swung open, and Gomez rode through. I was 
about to follow with Mercedes, when she stopped me. 

" Do you not return to your men, senor? " 

** I have some things to explain to you first, Mer- 
cedes.'' 

** Things to explain? Were they not all explained 
last night?" 

** No — ^none of them. I'm afraid I explained 
nothing. I — I am cooler now. I can tell you — — ^" 

" Tell me nothing — taow. I must have time to 
think.'' 

Before I could speak, she rode quickly into the 
courtyard. The gate clanged to behind her. 

As I turned my horse's head, the soldiers on the 
wall were galvanised into life. A sharp clicking of 
gunlocks ran along their line. A black-whiskered 
Mexican called out : " Aim with care, soldiers. It 
is the guerrilla. Grant." 
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I paid no attention to their theatening demon- 
stration. In the mood I was in, I would have ridden 
along a line of cannon with perfect indifference. 

Then I heard Colonel Gomez's deep voice. " Sol- 
diers, attention! Ground your arms!'* 

I turned in my saddle and lifted my hat. Lean- 
ing on his sabre, the stem old Mexican returned my 
salute coldly. Doubtless he was thinking of all the 
sorrow I had brought upon him and his. 

In camp along the Saltillo road, I found May and 
Fumess — ^wlth them was MacAlpine. We shook 
hands long and earnestly, looking each other 
frankly in the eye. 

" Captain," I said, a trifle huskily, ** you — ^you 
know ^^ 

"Tut! tut! my dear fellow," hastily interrupted 
the Englishman, " owed you something for that 
black eye I gave you. You're just in time for a bit 
of food. Your sergeant is over there, eating like a 
wolf. When you've had something, you must tell 
us all about your row." 

Within an hour I had finished both food and 
story. 

Silly ass, Ramon," commented MacAlpine., 
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** Silly tropical ass ! Worst temper I ever saw. He 
wanted to fight me because I spoke out about his 
behaviour to Sefiorita Sandoval — ah! I mean your 
wife, of course. Would have had to fight him, if 
he^d ever foimd out what I didn't see behind the 
door.'' 

" Poor little Inez," said May. " I wish Pd had 
a hand in giving Leproso alive to the buzzards. 
Poor child! poor child!'' He was silent for a mo- 
ment. 

" May," I said, suddenly, for the thought of what 
I had seen came over me like a flood, " I believe Pll 
follow Sergeant McDonald's example — ^I see he's 
asleep over there. Fumess, will you ride into Sal- 
tillo and personally explain to General Taylor how 
matters stand? Request his approval of my action 
in not demanding the surrender of the hacienda. 
Ask him, also, to give Captain MacAlpine every fa- 
vour in his power. Now, then, show me the shady 
side of a cactus — ^I'm dying for sleep." 

" Here, take my poncho," said May, pulling him- 
self together with a start. "Well, Captain," he 
continued, " to think you are married ! " Half un- 
consciously he began to hum our camp song: 
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" We Mexico fair held in thrall — 

Oh ! the charms of the south were divine. 
Like the palms were the maids^ slim and tall^ 
And their love had the glow of the wine." 

He stopped, and looked at me earnestly. ** But, 
Captain, there's two sides to that story, you know. 
It won't do to let Grant's Scouts go to pieces for 
a pair of blue eyes. What does the song say? " 

" But the dearest delight seems but smaU^ 
And my heart leaps again^ by the Lord! 
When I think how our captain led over the wall^ 
With his cap on the point of his sword." 

" Fumess wrote that about you after Resaca. 
Remember? " Without replying, I stretched my- 
self on May's poncho, wearily enough. 

"Pleasant dreams, Captain,'' said MacAlpine 
slyly. *^ Pleasant dreams, pleasant dreams," echoed 
my two officers, exchanging knowing looks. 

But through my drowsy brain, as I fell asleep, 
came the words May had been singing: 

** My heart leaps again, by the Lord ! 
When I think how our captain led over the wall. 
With his cap on the point of his sword." 



VI 

Wheeein I Receive Certain Infoemation 

Two days later we were still in camp along the Sal- 
tillo road, and I had not yet seen Mercedes. 

During these days much of what time I could 
spare from my duties as a soldier, I spent in vain 
efforts to obtain an interview with the girl who had 
so scorned me. I seemed to be farther away from 
her than ever. 

Twice I had sent Sergeant McDonald to the 
hacienda with notes. Each time he had returned 
baffled. 

It is true the subaltern of lancers had received my 
sealed note politely enough at the gate, only to 
hand it back in a few minutes^ opened, but iman- 
swered. 

** The Senorita Sandoval bids me say there is no 
reply," had been the young officer's explanation — 
scant acknowledgment from Mercedes of my implor- 
ing request to let me see her — lan acknowledgment 

that I began to find maddening. 
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On the «econd day the sergeant brought back a 
note addressed in a man's hand. I tore It open 
eagerly, and read as follows: 

^^Don Luis Giarcia profoundly thanks the Cap- 
tain Grant for his many kindnesses and begs to 
inform him that he is not sorry to have exchanged 
a broken heart for a broken head." 

So, Luis was not dead, then, after all! Wretched 
as I was, I felt a deep relief. But was the inter- 
cepting of my notes his revenge? Could Merce- 
des ? No, she was my wife by every rite of the 

church, and I would never give her up to another. 

Almost desperate on the third day, I sent a spray 
of yucca blossoms. It was the yucca that had first 
offered me a subtle invitation. I was almost cer- 
tain that Mercedes had placed it at the wayside 
shrine as an offering for my safety. Surely she 
could not fail to make some fair response to this 
appeal. 

But the yucca fared even worse than the notes. 
The old sergeant reported to me with a touch of 
sullenness. 

** The Babylonish officer took the flowers, sir,** 
he said. "I sat in the sun for over an hour but 
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he didn^t come back. It was like Mordecai at the 
king's gate — only I reckon Queen Esther was hold- 
ing me up to the scorn of the ungodly, and holding 
you, too, maybe, Mr. John." 

I silenced him sternly, and yet it was true enough. 

As I turned away, May and MacAlpine ap- 
proached me; the going and coming of a messen- 
ger had not, of course, passed unnoticed! in the 
camp. 

** What luck. Captain ? '* asked my lieutenant. 

"None,'' I answered, "none." I felt a sudden 
longing for sympathy. " Pm beginning to feel des- 
perate." 

Captain MacAlpine stroked his moustache. 
" About your wife, eh.'* Don't forget she is your 
wife, old man. Do you see what I mean? You've 
got a right to her, you know." 

"A right, yes. But, if she won't let me plead 
my cause—" 

" Plead? " he interrupted. " Don't plead. That's 
the point, don't you see? Take her, by Gad! take 
her. That's good law, I'm sure, and " — ^he eyed 
me keenly — "in your case it's good sense — ^in hers 
too, of course, or I wouldn't say it." 
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** Take her? '* I repeated. ** You mean by force? ^ 

'^ Certainly/' said the Englishman. ^ Send a 
herald to the castle drawbridge and demand that 
the robber baron surrender the captured princess, 
and all that. Really, I'm serious about It — (win her 
vi et armis^ you know." 

"You're joking," I said, lightly, dismissing the 
subject with a gesture, but my heart was beating 
wildly at the thought of what he had said. 

" Sefiorlta de Pico will receive me this afternoon? '* 
I asked of MacAlpIne. 

"Yes. She sent her thanks for the guard you 
placed over her house^ too. Said she'd receive you 
at any hour." 

"I ought to have gone before,*' I answered re- 
morsefully. " I owe my life to her — to her as well as 
to you, MacAlpIne. But the General has kept me 

pretty busy, and this " I motioned toward the 

flag above the distant hacienda. 

^^ She understands all about It, I'm sure," said the 
Englishman. " Fact is, she told me as much. Gad ! 
my boy. Isn't she a stunner? ' No reflection on any- 
body else, of course, but if she were only a few years 
younger I don't know but ^ 
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** Vm going over now," I interrupted. " Come 
along, if you like.*' 

In a few minutes we were trotting briskly toward 
Saltillo. The day was warm, and I missed the easy 
pace of Featherfoot. I had not seen him since the 
gate had clanged to on him and Mercedes. 

Through the hot waste of air now and then a 
cool wind drove its way like a lance. Such winds 
struck grateful to my cheek, hot with the rebuffs 
Mercedes had given me. 

A jack-rabbit, hurling himself from the highway 
into the chaparral by an incredible bound, put me 
in better humour with the world. After all, I was 
a soldier. As May had warned me, blue eyes were 
not everything. There were, perhaps, many battles 
yet to be fought in this war. The captain might 
again lead over the wall, with his cap on the point 
of his sword. 

" How does General Sandoval like playing pris- 
oner-of-war? " asked MacAlpine. 

" I really think he's rather glad than otherwise," 
I responded. " The Mexicans' cause is hopeless ; 
we've won every battle in this war. No doubt San- 
doval is glad he's out of it, in a way." 
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^''I should think the old duffer would have his 
daughter in to live with him, instead of leaving her 
out there at the hacienda. Then there might be 
some chance for you — ah — ^I beg your pardon." 

** I'm told they send a message to each other 
every day," I replied steadily, ** but Sandoval is too 
proud to let his daughter see him as a prisoner. It's 
natural enough, I suppose." 

"Oh, quite." He dropped the matter rather 
hastily. 

Just before reaching Saltillo, we overtook a squad 
of Indiana infantry escorting three or four Mexican 
prisoners. 

" What have you there? " I called to the corporal 
in command. 

The soldier saluted and brought his party to a 
halt. 

*^Ladrones, sir," he answered. "We're part of 
the provost-guard. These fellows are for the pro- 
vost-marshal, sir." 

"Robbers, eh?" remarked MacAlpine, examining 
the Mexicans with critical interest. " Robbery can't 
be a paying business in this coimtry — 'those chaps 
look like downright beggars, don't they? " 
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I eyed the prisoners — their ragged garments, and 
twisted limbs, and their evil faces leering up at me 
were unmistakable. 

^^ Beggars ! " I cried. ^^ Yes, and assassins, too. 
Corporal, I've seen these villains before. Where did 
you get hold of them?'' 

"Some Mexican soldiers turned 'em over to us 
last night, sir, from the hacienda back there.'' He 
touched a paper l^e carried in his belt. " Here's a 
letter from the Mexican colonel — our lieutenant says 
it'll hang these fellows. Iti's Captain Grant, isn't 
it, sir? " 

« Yes." 

** The Mexican colonel said you'd likely be willing 
to testify against 'em before the provost. Captain." 

" I will," I said- " They'll hang before they're 
a day older." 

One of the beggars had been following our con- 
versation with painful eagerness, his face distorted 
in the effort to understand the language in which 
we spoke. He now thrust out his manacled hands 
toward me. 

" No, no, no, Excellency," he whined in Spanish. 

We have done nothing. No, no, no!" 
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"Nothing?" I retorted. "Man, I recognise 
every one of you. You are Leproso's men.'* 

"No, no, Excellency, I swear it." 

**I know you," I repeated. *' Where are the 
others? There were at least a dozen of you." 

The fellow tried a different tack. " It is true, Ex- 
cellency, we were with Leproso, but for a very little 
while only. They are dead, Excellency — ^the others. 
The soldiers in the cave— — ^' 

" Miguel and the lancers." 

" Yes, Excellency. We fell into their atnbuscade. 
We were brained, stabbed, fusilladed — we three only 
survive. The others — 'they were assassins fit for 
death, but we — ^we were with them but a very little 
while. We were but cooks and servants, against our 
will." 

"Yes, yes, Excellency," chorused his two com- 
panions, " we were but servants to the others." 

** Take them away, corporal," I ordered. 

"For the sake of Our Lady of Vera Cruz, Ex- 
cellency! For the sake — ^Ah! — ^may you roast in 
hell a thousand years ! May you ^^ 

" March ! " said the provost-corporal. " Step 
out before you get the bayonet." 
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They resumed their dreary way, the relics of Le- 
proso's band pouring out a strange chorus of pray- 
ers and curses as they were driven along. 

MacAlpine acted as my guide to Donna Quera. 
It was through the Englishman that I had placed 
myself at her service the day before — ^he now led the 
way to a house on a quiet plaza. 

An Indian woman took our names at the door 
and, presently returning, invited us to follow her 
to the patio. 

The patio was unpaved, and well-nigh the whole 
of it was taken up by a veritable grove of lime- 
trees. A covey of Mexican quail flaunted their 
crests behind a wire screen. Everywhere the shade 
was deep, and an occasional breeze stirred the sil- 
very-green leaves of the limes. 

Donna Quera rose from a bench as we approached. 
Her mass of black hair and her eyes, dark and kind, 
were illumined by the clear pallor of her skin. A 
scarf, thrown carelessly about her shoulders, half hid 
and half disclosed her full white throat. Her figure 
rounded smoothly to her slender waist. A lovely 
woman! Her loveliness now showed how great it 
must once have been. 
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The Englishman bowed profoundly. His eyes 
dwelt on her face with a depth of admiration for- 
eign to his kind. As for myself, American though 
I was, I pressed my lips to her outstretched 
hand. 

" Seflorita, my life is where it belongs — at your 
feet.'* 

It was the conventional Spanish gallantry, but 
my voice shook a little, and my heart was in my 
words. 

" Ah, my friend," she said, " you do not need to 
tell me that.*' 

" Setiorita, it is good to be alive, an d " 

"We had to let you live — for blue eyes," she 
smiled. 

" If it had not been for you ^ I began. 

She shook her finger at me, determined not to be 
serious. ** It was not I who married you, seflor.** 

" If I had met you first, serlorita, I might have 
aspired to——" 

" Ah, ah ! What a gallant ! You who are, it is 

said, such a desperate guerrilla. A wolf in sheep's 

clothing to-day, is he not. Captain MacAlpine? ^ 
She had put us at our ease. I sat down on the 
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bench beside her. MacAlpine looked from one to 
the other. 

**P11 go have a look at your aviary, senoriia^** 
he said. " Queer little chaps, those quail.'* The 
kind-hearted Englishman left us to ourselves. 

Donna Quera's dark eyes swept over me from 
head to foot. She smiled a little wistfully. 

**You do not look like — ^him,"" she said, *^ except 
' — ^yes, he was tall, and his mouth was stem, like 
yours. His voice, too, was deep." 

** When he knows what you have done for me, his 
life will be with mine, at your feet." 

"At my feet? Can you believe he once was 
there? " 

** It is easy to believe it, seflorita.^* 

She was silent. Her eyes looked straight through 
the grove of limes to where MacAlpine was playing 
with the crested quail. She roused herself at last. 

**I talk of such ancient things to you,*' she 
smiled, ** to a bridegroom.'" 

** A bridegroom without a bride," I answered bit- 
terly. 

"Without a bride?" 

"Has she not told you?" 
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"No— nothing. The day you and Senor Gomez 
brought her back to Las Pahnas, we came there, 
Father Terentius and I. It was for little Inez — 
she was burled in the chapel of the hacienda. But 
Mercedes and I met only to weep together. Is there 
trouble between you?*' 

Pride or shame held me silent. But I had no 
need to speak. In a breath she understood all that 
I felt and all that I desired. 

" Perhaps," she said, " if I should see her, should 
talk to her ." 

" If you would,'' I answered. I, too, stared un- 
seeingly through the fronds of the limes ; ** if you 
could persuade her to see me, I migh t ^ my voice 
died away rather unsteadily. 

" I will go to-morrow,'" she said. 

I rose. When I again pressed my lips to her 
hand she did not give me time to thank her. 

" Go, go, my friend, before you see an old woman 
weep. Tell him whom I knew, that Quera de Pico 
will regret till she dies the day the oleander was 
trampled." 

I like to think of her as I saw her there — stately 
and kind, the wind stirring the leaves of the lime- 
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trees, and the Englishman coming slowly toward 
her, his heart in his eyes. 

Under the archway of the house, I met Father 
Terentlus. I had already encountered him once or 
twice on his journeys between General Sandoval and 
Mercedes — ^It was he who acted as their messenger. 

"Captain," he began without ceremony, "Pve 
some news for you.'* 

"News?'* 

"Yes, Donna Mercedes — ^hum-m — ^your wife, I 
mean, Is In the habit of taking a walk by herself 
after dark. 'TIs to the little chapel beyond the haci- 
enda she goes every evening.*' 

I questioned him by a look. 

" Yes," he repeated, " she goes alone — after sun- 
set — every night. It must be a quarter of a mile 
through thick pinoaks all the way — ^there's just a 
narrow trail goes down to It from the house." 

I was puzzled* **Well," I demanded^ "is this 
important?" 

"Important, d'ye say?" He gave me a sharp 
glance. " Why, It's a lonely place, the chapel. 
It would be far from help— clean out of call from 
the hacienda. In case any straggler disturbed her." 
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"WeVe cleaned out the bandits," I rejoined un- 
easily, ^^and no American would dare attack her/' 

He smoothed his wide sleeves with studied in- 
difference. "Oh, of course, you're right. Nobody 
would dare to molest her — or run off with hei>— 
nobody.*' 

I stared at him. " Nobody would dare," I re- 
peated. 

** Nobody," he chanted monotonously. " Oh, no- 
body would dare run off with ^" 

A light burst upon my dull brain. I ran to my 
horse. 



vn 

The Ambush by the Chapel 

It was after nightfall by the time I reached the 
vicinity of the Hacienda of the Palms. Here and 
there a sentry had halted me with a stem challenge. 
The countersign had won me instant passage, al- 
though one or two of the soldiers peered at me curi- 
ously as I passed. 

Below the hacienda I rode through the chaparral 
to the hollow by the spring. The stars were wink- 
ing in the depths of the little pool. The yellow 
blossoms of the mesquite lay thick about its brink. 
It was hard to believe that here young Gomez, and 
there the lancer, had lately lain, dead by my hand. 

I tied my horse, and worked my way on foot past 
the mesquite bushes, toward the chapel of the had- 
enda. The place was well-known to me, for near it 
had been the outpost hut of the Mexican garrison. 

The chaparral grew to the very walls of the little 

mortuary — ^in the darkness I found it with difficulty. 

«77 
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It was a round-topped, Moorish structure of 
white-washed rubble, so low that the cross on its roof 
hardly showed above the surrounding oaks. A tiled 
path straggled through the thickets to the great 
marble slab of the doorstep. The stone showed 
ghostly against the dark bulk behind it. Within 
was sheer blackness, but I knew that under similar 
marbles the bodies of Inez Mercado and Gregorio 
Gomez must be lying. I breathed a prayer for the 
souls of both. 

A few yards up the path, I stationed myself by 
a cluster of tall ferns, and waited. 

The place was wonderfully still, yet it was a still- 
ness broken by the noises of the tropic night. A 
coyote yelped from the direction of the spring — ^I 
wondered if my horse were safe. An iguana scuttled 
across the path, its claws scraping audibly against 
the tiles. Soft rustlings sounded in the ferns about 
me, and, as if from the very cross above the chapel, 
a lizard croaked a weird monotone. 

I waited a long time. I began to think Mercedes 
had already come and gone. Perhaps she had 
breathed her daily prayer above her schoolfellow, 
and had returned to her room to dream of he] 
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and, please Heaven, of me. Yet there was no lamp 
lighted in the mortuary. Surely part of Mercedes' 
daily office was to set going a candle to illumine the 
desolation of the place — the moon was barely risen. 
At least I had nothing to lose by waiting, and I 
might gain— everything. 

As I thought of what that everything might in- 
clude, my coolness went from me. 

Acting on the priest's hint, I had ridden hither, 
with all speed, it is true, yet composedly enough. 
My mind had guided me rather than my senses. 
Now, in my mind's eye, I saw Mercedes here before 
me, at my mercy — ^and my lawful wife. All at once, 
I fairly shook with the passion of it. 

And at that very moment, in that secluded and 
dark thicket of the chaparral, when my blood was 
running hottest, I heard a footstep on the tiled 
path. 

I shrank against the tallest fern. Light foot- 
steps — ithe footsteps of a woman — sounded nearer 
and nearer, echoing faintly between the overhang- 
ing oaks. 

Then the moon, lifting above the chapel, flung 
a shaft of light along the tiles. Mercedes was there. 
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I could have touched her with my hand as she hur- 
ried past. 

She was clad in black, and a black mantilla 
framed her pale face. I almost fancied I could see 
her eyes shining in the darkness. The motions of 
her slender body stirred me profoimdly. All uncon- 
scious of me^ lurking perdu, she moved swiftly along 
the moonlit tiles. 

Eager as I was, even reckless of consequences, I 
stood motionless in my hiding-place — I did not wish 
to startle her. Then I gripped a fern in both hands 
— they shook in spite of me — ^and bent the stem 
sharply. It broke with a loud crack. 

Mercedes, one foot on the doorstep, stopped and 
looked back. The arched instep, was in full relief 
against the white marble. The ankle curved ex- 
quisitely above it. 

She stood for a moment listening. Then I rustled 
the ferns, and stepped into the path. 

I must have bulked big in the uncertain light, but 
the noises I had made had prepared her. She faced 
toward me, her head bent a little forward. 

"Is it you, Senor Gromez? '' she asked. Her tone 
betrayed curiosity rather than fear. 
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I answered in a disguised voice. ** It is not Col- 
onel Gomez.'' 

"Who then?'* She was still only puzzled, but 
I was silent, and her voice quivered a little as she 
repeated. "Who then? Who then is it, if you 
please? '"^ 

"Do not be frightened, seflora,** 

The word quickened her senses. "I beg you to 
name yourself.'' 

"It is I," I answered in my natural voice. I 
walked slowly toward her, cap in hand. " It is I, 
John Grant, senora.** 

She gave a little cry. 

" Do not be frightened," I said again. 

"Ah!" She half turned as if to escape, but 
neither chapel nor chaparral offered her a refuge, 
and I barred the way in front. For a moment I 
thought she would try to run past me, but my in- 
stinctive balancing of my body must have showed 
her that I was fully resolved to detain her. She 
clasped her hands. 

"You — ^you, sefiorf** 

"Yes, I — sefUyra. You would not deign to an- 
swer me when I implored you to see me, if but 
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for an instant. And now — ^now you must hear what 
I have to say.'* 

There was a note of triumphant passion in my 
voice that told her more than my words. I was close 
to her now. She pressed her hands against her 

« 

breast, and looked at me. 

She had not before seen me in the uniform of an 
officer of American Scouts. The short, blue tunic, 
buttoned to the throat, the close-fitting trousers and 
leggings, the broad leather belt supporting my two 
revolvers, were strange to her. And if these were 
strange, my face, pale as I know, and my eyes burn- 
ing upon her, were terrifying with the purpose they 
expressed. 

Her lips parted tremulously, but she madie a 
great efi^ort to seem at ease. 

** Yes, yes, seflor, I will hear you gladly, but not 
now— not here. This is not the time. I am here 
only to light a taper for my poor little Inez.*' 

I made no answer. My silence fairly unnerved 
her. She flung her self-possession from her with a 
pleading gesture. 

^^ Ahf senoTy let me go. Why do you look at me 
so? You are generous — ^let me go!" 
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** I am not generous — ^to-night.'* 

" I implore you ! '* 
\ " Mercedes, you are my wife. Why should I wait 
upon your whims forever? You are here — alone— 
with me.'' 

She drew a shuddering breath. Her teeth pressed 
her quivering lower lip, but she did not answer as I 
had expected, with wild protest or vain tears. 

" It is true," she said, almost in a whisper, " I 
am here — alone — ^with you.'' 

" Yes, and — ^I shall take advantage of what the 
gods have given me." 

" No," she said, still in the same half-whisper, 
" no, you will not." 

I glanced from her up the moonlit path, and 
around on the waiting chaparral. The ferns rustled 
expectantly on every hand. Far off a coyote barked 
faintly. I gave a short laugh. 

" You do not know me, senoray if you think I will 
let you go now. You know I love you — ^there is no 
one to help you — ^I am master here — of you most of 
all." 

"And yet, you will not,'^ she breathed. 

I moved a little nearer. In another step my arms 
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would be about her, her warm body against 
mine. 

"And why not?** 

Her hands pressed her breast, but her blue eyes 
met mine serenely. 

** It is because I know you better than you know 
yourself,'* she said. "You will not because — ^be- 
cause my honour — ^is safe — in my husband's hands.'* 

I gazed at her a long time. I sat down on the 
marble slab at her feet and stared into the dark- 
ness. Far off, the coyote barked very faintly. 

" My Grod! '* I said huskily. " What was I about 
to do!** 

She gave a little laugh, a laugh half triumph, half 
pity. I felt her hand upon my shoulder. 

** Do not blame yourself,'* she said. ** I know — 
I have heard — that passion stirs men even — even 
where there is no love.** 

" But where there is love ^** 

**Why talk of what we know is not — ^what can 
never be — ^between us?** 

I could not trust myself to speak. There was a 
long silence. 

Upon the tiled pavement, we heard the soimd of 
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approaching footsteps. Out of the shadows came 
the tall figure of Father Terentius, walking as if in 
meditation, his hands clasped behind him. He 
smiled at us benignly. ** Ah, my children,'' he said 
quietly, " I find you under the protection of Holy 
Church.'' He passed on slowly and entered the 
chapel. Mercedes turned to go. 

** SenoTy I must leave you now," she said very 
softly. 

I rose. " No, no, don't go," I said imploringly. 
I stood aside as I spoke. " See, your way is clear, 
but have pity, Mercedes — stay a little while."^ 

She gave me an earnest glance, then seated her- 
self on the step. 

"One little second, if you wish, senor^ but" — « 
she smiled up at me — ^" don't let us talk of our- 
selves." 

"Of what, then?" 

"Oh, of anything but that." She chattered on 
like a child willing to be amused. " Shall I tell you 
the story of the magic serpent? Or perhaps you 
would like to hear about the spirit of Montezuma. 
The peons say he appears every year in this very 
place." 
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" I should think you wouldn't dare to come here, 
I responded, falling into her mood. 

She eyed me innocently. **I shall not dare- 



hereafter. But tell me about your home in the 
North, that dreadful place where it is always ice 
and snow.'* 

** Not always. I know one house, set round with 
elm trees ^^ 

** Your home, seflorf " 

" Yes. I long to see it now.*' I took in the stunted 
pinoaks and thirsty cactus, the dusky, thorn-cursed 
chaparral that hedged us in. ^^ I wish you could 
see it with me," I said. 

She was silent. The shaft of moonlight shifted 
until half the tiled pathway was in darkness. The 
lizard croaked from the cross above the chapel. 

Mercedes roused herself with a sigh. "Let us 
light the candle for little Inez,'* she said. 

Inside the mortuary I struck a match and lit 
the taper she held up to me. Its feeble glow 
served only to emphasise the shadows that filled the 
dome above us, and the silent figure of the priest, 
bowed in prayer. Behind the flame Mercedes' eyes 
shone almost black. 
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She pointed to a marble slab. " There." 

I placed the light where it would best illumine the 
spot. Mercedes sank on her knees and buried her 
face in her hands. I folded my arms and stood with 
bowed head. 

At last she rose. We left the little chapel, the 
solitary taper shining starlike in its depths, and 
walked up the pathway. 

She stopped where a pair of Aztec pillars marked 
the outer garden of the hacienda. 

** Senor,** she said, " it has been pleasant to 
dream a little, but it has been only a dream.'* 

** I understand* you,'* I answered. " The world is 
not changed, even if you and I have dreamed for an 
hour. But, Mercedes,** my words gathered force, 
** I must see you in earnest* I can — ^I must explain 
away ** 

" One thing you can never explain.*' 

« What? ** I cried fiercely. " What? ** 

She shrank before me. " No, no. This is not the 
time, seflor. But you cannot — ^you cannot.** She 
steadied herself. "Captain Grant, I — ^I thank 
you.*' 

I answered with bitterness. **I deserve your 
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thanks, Mercedes — ^it is not easy to protect you 
from myself." 

Her eyes were Inscrutable. 

" Good-night, sefior.^* She did not offer me her 
hand. 

" Good-night, seflora.** 

She slipped between the pillars, and was gone. 

I stood gazing blankly up the pathway imtil the 
shifting moonlight had left the tiles and pillars in 
utter darkness. I had dreamed for an hour — ^with 
her. I wondered if it had not been better had I 
not dreamed — ^had I not shown mercy. 

Far off I heard the faint bark of the coyote. 



vm 

Fb^therfoot Makes a Leaf 

The sun's rays were falling vertically through the 
moss overhead, when I rolled out of my Indian 
blanket the next day. For the last hour I had not 
slept, but, lying motionless, had stared upward, 
thinking. 

As I sat up. May and Fumess, who were eating 
a frugal meal near by, broke into a roar of 
laughter. 

" Enter Captain Grant from dreamland ! " 

** No, no — ^the caterpillar emerges from his co- 
coon ! " 

"Who wouldn't linger where there are such 
pleasant dreams?'* 

I glowered at them. "What are you two idiots 
so hilarious about? " I demanded. " Have you got- 
ten yourselves intoxicated on muddy coffee and 
underdone tortillas?" 

May made me a mock reverence over his tin cup. 

289 
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*• Nay, nay, honoured sir. We are only rejoicing 
in the fact that Post Number Seven reported last 
night that you passed hun, going toward the chapel 
over there." He waved his hand toward the haci- 
enda, 

**May it please the Court," 'grinned Fumess, 
"Post Number Eight reported he saw a woman — 
a lady — ^near the stone pillars on the path that 
leads to ^" 

" I know where it leads," I interrupted. 

**Ha, ha, yes! I'll be bound you do. Mac- 
Alpine's off to order you quarters in Saltillo. He 
vowed to goodness he would, and I really believe 
he win." 

"Quarters?" 

"Yes. He said they'd be the finest bridal suite 
in all Mexico, or he'd know the reason why, 
and ^" 

" Oh, go to the devil!" I snapped. 

"Where is MacAlpine, really?" I asked, when 
my two lieutenants had done chuckling. 

" He escorted Donna Quera de Pico past here a 
while ago,'^ said May. " I suppose it was she. He 
left here bright and early this morning — ^said he 
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was going to ride back this way to the hacienda 
with Senorita De Pico. Sure enough, he went by 
with a real grande dame.** 

"Hasn't he come back yet?*' 

"No, and I'll wager he'll stay as long as he 
can. I'm much mistaken if the duchess hasnH 
gotten him lashed to her chariot wheel." 

"A duchess doesn't have chariot wheels," ob- 
jected Fumess. 

" Well, then, she carries his heart in the folds of 
her mantilla — ^just as somebody else carries 
Grant's." 

I listened drearily to the reckless fellows' badi- 
nage. A bridal suite for me in Saltillo? What a 
mockery, if they did but know it! 

An orderly approached. "A Mexican soldier to 
see you, sir. He has your horse with him." 

"Bring him up," I said impatiently. 

In a moment, the same black-whiskered Mexican 
who had called upon his fellows to shoot me from 
the wall of the hacienda, rode up, mounted on 
Featherfoot. The man sprang to the ground and 
saluted respectfully. 

" The compliments of the Colonel Gromez, senor. 
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he said, ** and he returns you your horse. Also, 

here is a letter." 

" A letter? " I demanded. " From whom? " 

" Who knows, sefk>rf The lieutenant ordered me 

to bring it." 

I unfolded the note hurriedly. It began without 

formality. 

" She is one who thinks and acts for herself, and 
she has strange thoughts of you. At first she said she 
would never see you again, but I have persuaded her 
to talk with you from the terrace on the east side of 
the hacienda — ^at seven to-night. I can do no more." 

I turned to the waiting Mexican. 
" You know the Sefiorita de Pico? " 
" Perfectly, seHorr 

I tore a leaf from Fumess' orderly-book, and 
wrote a hurried answer. 

" I shall be there at seven. I rely on you to see that 

we are not interrupted. Senorita, I owe you more than 

Hfe. 

John Grant." 

** There, man," I said to the soldier, " give that 
to Donna Quera de Pico." 
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Not long before sunset, I wheeled Featherfoot 
out of the Saltlllo highway, and rode to the terrace 
of the hacienda. 

The terrace was in reality a little plateau, falling 
away sharply to the slope below. At its foot, a 
swift-running brook, not more than a yard in 
width, formed a natural moat. A man on horse- 
back might barely touch the feet of a person stand- 
ing above. 

I had expected to wait long, and perhaps in vain, 
at the trysting place ; but Mercedes was standing on 
the terrace, leaning forward, her hands behind her 
back, as if impatient for my coming. I had ex- 
pected her to look at me in a silence difficult to 
break, and that her words, when they came, would 
be few and reluctant. But she spoke first, and with 
a sort of eagerness, eveu as I bent to the saddle 
bow. 

**You are here, seiior. I thought you would be 
ashamed." 

** I have come to see my wife, Mercedes.'' 
** And you care to see a wife who scorns you. " 
** Since she scorns me unjustly — ^yes." 
"Unjustly?" She put out her hand passion- 
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ately. **I have prayed to the saints that it might 
be so — but it is too late." 

**Too late?'' 

**Sefk)r, you are tall and strong, and brave, as 
I have seen. You do not look like one who would 
buy me — ah! who has sold himself — ^for gain — ^for 
lands. But I know it is so." 

I grew very pale. *' You really believe what you 
say?" 

" How can I help it? " she cried wildly. " Here ! " 
She drew her other hand from behind her back, and 
I saw that it held the case with the gold thistles. 
^^ Here is what you came for, setlor. Take it, and 
go!" 

While I stared dully, she leaned far down from 
the terrace, and held the case out to me. I rose in 
my stirrups, and bending over the little brook, re- 
ceived what she offered. 

" You do not need me — ^with that," she said. " The 
deeds to your estates are what you wish. Go ! " 

"The deeds!" I cried furiously. With a single 

slash of my knife, I ripped open the case. I tore 

the yellowing papers in fragments, and hurled case 

and all savagely into the brook. 
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** Damn the deeds ! " I raged. " I want you.*^ 

The girl, staring at me wildly, recoiled as if I 
had struck her. 

**You want^-7»^?'' 

*^Yes — you. My God! did you think I cared 
for the miserable title-deeds, after Pd once seen 
you? I loved you the first instant I saw you — ^in 
my camp. I stayed in Saltillo — ^I risked my life 
every moment — ^because you were there. And I 
married you — ^I married you because I love you. I 
love you as — as I had hoped you might love me." 

" I do," she said simply. 

I went mad with joy. I swung Peatherfoot, and 
rode back the full width of the slope. 

'^ Stand back!" I shouted, and laimched him at 
the terrace. 

It was a mad attempt. There was a breathless 
leap, a desperate scramble of hoofs, and the brave 
horse, flanks trembling but neck proudly arched, 
had gained the upper level. 

" Mercedes ! " 

Her eyes were a deep blue, but she raised her 
hands protestingly as I swung my leg from the 
saddle. 



296 THE ELEVENTH HOUR 

**No, no! Stay where you are, seflor.** 

I obeyed, but sat staring. "You say you love 
me, Mercedes.'* 

« Yes— but that is all.*^ 

There was a sudden inflexible note in her voice 
that turned me cold. 

As I sat, stupefied, the sun went down behind the 
hacienda^ and the night wind began to rustle among 
the palm trees. Featherfoot moved imeasily. 

"All?" I repeated stupidly. **If you love me, 
this cannot be all." 

** Sefior^** she said, "I am glad — ^ah, so glad 
that you tore the papers. I crave your forgiveness 
for wickedly thinking — ^what I did, of you." 

** Mercedes " 

She went on deliberately. "But now, that is 
all. Between you and me there can be nothing 



more." 



"Why? Why?" 

"When I see you, sefior ^" she paused — ^her 

body swayed in a long shudder. *^ When I see you 
— ^yes, in my dreams — ^when I think of you, you 
have always a pistol in each hand." 

"I am a soldier, Mercedes." 
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She was silent. The brief after-glow had faded, 
and night hemmed us in. The fire-flies glimmered 
in the blackness overhead. Featherfoot was grow- 
ing more restive— his ironshod hoofs rang on the 
pavement as he strained against the bit. I went 
on desperately. 

** A soldier must do his duty." 

"You have brought too many sorrows to us, 

" Never willingly, seflora.** 

"You shot our friends, the Reyes." 

" It was my life or theirs. They would have 
stabbed me in the back." 

" You killed Gregorio." 

" That was in fair fight. He fired on me from 
the bush, and charged as he fired." 

"My brave Luis ^" 

" Seflora^ I struck him in self-defence, and I thank 
God that I did not kill him." 

"Ah, but what of Liez? Had it not been for 
you, Leproso would not have sought his revenge 
— on her." 

" Mercedes, If my heart's blood ^" 

She silenced me by a gesture. " Sefior Grant, I 
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am your wife — ^in name. I will be no othef man's 
in this world; but I will not be yours.** 

** Mercedes ! " I leaned from my saddle, my face 
close to hers, all my longing in my voice. ** I love 
you, Mercedes.*' 

"There is too much blood upon your hands, 
seflor. Go!'* 

I gave a despairing cry. She paled at the sound, 
but her face set proudly. 

"Go!'* she said. 

I set my teeth, and reined Featherfoot beside her. 
Before she could divine my intention, I lifted her 
from the ground and swung her across my saddle- 
bow. Her warm body pressed mine from shoulder 
to hip. 

"My wife!** I said. 

All resistance went from her. She slipped both 
arms about my neck, and laid her cheek to mine. 

I sank my spurs in Featherfoot's straining flanks. 
We plunged headlong; from the terrace into the 
night. *"',;. •j 
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